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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
Do not at the outset of your career make the all too common error of 
mistaking names for things. Names are only the conventional signs for 
identifying things. Things are the reality that counts. If a thing is despised, 
either because of ignorance or because it is despicable, you will not alter 
matters by changing its name. If men despise Negroes, they will not despise 
them less if Negroes are called "colored" or "Afro-Americans." ... Get it 
straight even if it pierces your soul: a Negro by any other name would be just 
as black and just as white; just as ashamed of himself and just as shame by 
others, as today. It is not the name----it 's the Thing that counts. Come on, 
Kid, let's go getthe Thing! ----WE.B. DuBois 
Introduction 
As an African American, I have experienced racism in many different ways. After 
carefully examining the different types of racism, often categorized under the broad 
categories of traditional and modern racism, I find that not all of my experiences fit neatly 
into one of these categories. For example, in November of 1999, I went to a predominantly 
white club in Des Moines with a couple of my African American friends. We were surprised 
to learn that we were not allowed to enter the club because one of my friends was wearing a 
FUBU polo style shirt. FUBU, an acronym for "For Us By Us", is the most successful 
clothing line designed by African Americans (Essence Magazine 1998). I asked the bouncer 
to explain the difference between my friend's shirt and a similar shirt being worn by a white 
man we saw dancing inside the club. The bouncer responded, "You can't come into this club 
wearing any gang related clothing. We have a sign posted in the window that explains this." 
I was unpleasantly surprised when I read the sign. The sign read, "Not allowed----FUBU, 
Karl Kani, WuTang, Out ofLimitz, RP55, Lugz, sweatshirts, sweatpants, headbands, and any 
other gang related paraphernalia." As my friends and I conversed about the incident that 
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took place, we realized that African Americans designed all of the clothing that was 
prohibited from this establishment. Was the club's policy a way of keeping African 
Americans out, a "modern" covert form of racism? Or was it simply a race neutral means of 
prohibiting certain brands of clothing? 
As we stood in front of the club, different feelings and emotions surfaced. At first, I 
felt embarrassed. I was embarrassed because people in the club were staring at us as if we 
had done something wrong. Then I felt criminalized because the bouncer stated that my 
friend was wearing "gang related clothing" and in my mind, I equate gangs with criminal 
behavior. Then I felt degraded because "black" was not good enough to get into this club. If 
we had worn clothes made by a white designer, such as Tommy Hilfiger, then we would not 
have had this problem. Finally, as a citizen of the United States, I felt disappointed because I 
wanted to believe that I, an African American, could go to any public place and my skin 
color would not matter, but it did. Having to deal with all of these emotions at one time 
made me feel like running away to a land where I would not be judged by my color or by 
what others have done who look like me. 
A week later, these feelings resurfaced when I learned about the verdict of the 
Amadou Diallo case. On February 25, 2000 in New York City, four white police officers 
were acquitted on all charges for shooting at an unarmed African American man 41 times in 
the vestibule of his home. Diallo was hit with bullets 19 times causing his death. According 
to Harring: 
the killing of Diallo was the result of aggressive and racist police practices, 
deeply rooted in current New York police policy. Such practices have 
resulted in the killing of four unarmed black men in 13 months. The Albany 
trial was a travesty of justice, featuring at its core the Bronx district attorney's 
3 
office inexplicable, even unbelievable, failure to challenge the police version 
of the facts. The trial served as a context to legally justify New York's 
"aggressive policing" policy, concluding that the killing of Diallo was an 
"accident," an unavoidable consequence of good police work (Harring 
2000:1). 
As an African American man, I feel that my life is expendable because of the verdict of the 
Diallo's case. The same thing could happen to me that happened to Diallo. I, too, carry a 
wallet. What is even more startling, for me, is to think that no one is accountable for Diallo' s 
death. Did Diallo's death occur as part of a routine policing practice? Does being black in 
this country mean that I am less important than a white person? Are African Americans lives 
expendable? 
Rationale 
As a sociologist, I critically reflected on these events in terms of both structural and 
individual levels of inequality. Does my experience in Des Moines and the case of Diallo fit 
general societal patterns, or are they exceptional events? Just how equal are race relations in 
America as we enter the 21 st century? To what extent can we take for granted the 
achievements of the Civil Rights movement? I began my questioning by examining the 
demographics at my current institution of higher learning, Iowa State University (ISU). In a 
related study of African American students at white universities Feagin, Vera, and Imani 
argue that "universities are embedded in local, state, national, and international communities, 
and what happens in these larger arenas can have important effects on campus life" (1996:8). 
I found that ISU has 1,114 tenured faculty members. Of this population, there are 
1,005 (90.2%) tenured white faculty members. There are 11 tenured African American 
faculty members, a number that represents only one percent of the total number of tenured 
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faculty members (ISU Fact Book 1999). The statistics for student enrollment at ISU are 
comparable. The university has a population of 26, 110 undergraduate and graduate students. 
21,939 (84%) of this population are white students and only 683 (2.6%) are African 
Americans (ibid 1999). In further investigating the population numbers at ISU, I found that 
in a five-year span these percentages did not fluctuate more that .5% for each category, with 
the exception of the white tenured faculty whose percentage dropped from 92.3% to 90.2%. 
These population numbers and percentages indicate that in comparison to the white 
population at ISU, there is a low number of African American faculty and students at this 
institution. 
In addition to the low number of African American faculty and students at ISU, 
representations of African Americans on our local television stations are scarce. Out of 
approximately 15 nationally syndicated sitcoms starring an African American cast in this 
country (Jet Magazine 2000), none of them are aired in the city of Ames. There are other 
amenities that are missing and may be taken for granted by Whites, for example, hair care. 
In the city of Ames, there is only one beauty salon specializing in African Americans hair 
and there are no barbershops equipped to cut African American males hair. These disparities 
are not unique to Ames, Iowa. 
Nationally, disparities exist between African Americans and Whites in terms of 
occupational opportunities (Hughes 1997; Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 1998) housing (Crano 
1997; Wilson 1996) and education to name a few (Bobo 1983; DuBois 1903; Feagin and 
Feagin 1986; Garcia 1997; Hughes 1997; Tilly 1998; Wilson 1996). In addition, according 
to a 1997 report by Kitano, African Americans, in comparison to other ethnic groups in the 
US, are the most discriminated racial group in the workplace, higher education, and in most 
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public arenas. For example, nationally African Americans make up 12% of US population; 
yet, they hold only 2% of key government positions (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 1998). Also, 
African Americans continue to have the lowest SAT scores than any ethnic group ( Garcia 
1997. This may be contributed to the fact the majority of marginal schools are located in the 
inner cities where most of the citizens are African American (Wilson 1996). These statistics 
indicate that African Americans are subjected to many different forms of racial 
discrimination. 
However, in the US racial discrimination is illegal. Title II of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act stipulates that "all persons shall be entitled to the full and equal enjoyment of the goods, 
services, facilities, privileges, advantages, and accommodations of any place of public 
accommodation ... without discrimination or segregation on the ground of race, color, 
religion, or national origin." The implementation of this act was an attempt by Congress to 
improve racial equality in the US. There have been improvements. For example, since the 
implementation of the Civil Rights Act, the enrollment of African Americans in higher 
education has risen 35% (Garcia 1997). In addition, the pay gap between white males and 
black males has lessened to more than half than it was ten years ago (ibid). However, the 
Civil Rights Act has not totally eradicated racial discrimination. 
Even with existing policies that established the illegality of racial discrimination, 
evidence of racism persists. As I will detail in the next chapter, racism is based on the belief 
that one ethnic or racial group is superior to another in some form, such as genetics or 
culture. One general way sociologists study racism is by distinguishing between traditional 
and modern racism. Traditional racism is overt, explicit and blatant (Kinder and Sears 1981) 
and modern racism is covert, subtle, and furtive (McConahay 1982). Although traditional 
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racism is distinct from modern racism, the sociological literature finds that modern racism 
has not replaced traditional racism. Rather, modern racism provides complexity to subtle 
acts of discrimination. Thus, modern and traditional racism are both prevalent in today's 
society. 
Sociological literature indicates that racism contributes to and creates high levels of 
stress for African Americans (Hughes and Demo 1989; Munford 1994; Travis and Velasco 
1994). This stress is brought on by the lack of life chances, mate selection, and ethnic 
consciousness (Hughes and Hertel 1990). Tilly (1998) argues that the life chances of African 
Americans are lessened by racism because it limits their probability of receiving job, pay 
raises, and promotions. Racism also limits African Americans' mate selection. Zweigenhaft 
and Domhoff (1998) argue that income is a major factor in being marriageable, the lower 
one's income the less likely they are to get married. Therefore, if racism prevents African 
American from employment, this will have a direct negative affect on their possibility for 
mate selection. This would significantly reduce not only their life chances but also the life 
chances for the generation to follow. In addition, Hughes and Demo (1989) argue that 
racism affects African Americans' ethnic consciousness. They found that the more African 
Americans are subjected to racism the less connected they become to their race; this is due to 
feelings of embarrassment and shame. As shown by these examples, stress is caused by 
racism and African Americans are left with the problem of having to cope with racial 
discrimination. However as a consequence to the increasing complexity of racist actions, 
African Americans are finding new ways to handle racial discrimination (Hughes and Hertel 
1990). 
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To combat negative stress, Feagin (1991) argues that African Americans employ 
coping strategies such as careful assessment, avoidance, verbal confrontation, and physical 
confrontation. Feagin' s contribution to the literature on racial discrimination is significant in 
that he highlights African Americans' agency or ability to resist discrimination when 
confronting racism by incorporating behind the scenes navigation strategies. For example, 
Feagin ( 1991) recounted a discriminatory experience faced by an African American couple in 
a restaurant. When the couple was refused service, the man wanted to leave immediately to 
avoid a confrontation. However, the female requested to speak to the manager to articulate 
her frustration. She informed the manager that she was a reporter for a local news company 
and that she was planning on opening up a full investigation against that restaurant. After 
leaving the restaurant, she told her friend that confrontation was a necessary strategy in this 
case to expose covert forms of racism. By sharing the behind the scenes debriefing that 
occurred, the researcher exposed a critical component of agency and the possibility of 
individuals to learn from each other and solidify their efforts to overcome racism. 
Focusing on behind the scenes navigation strategies differs from much mainstream 
sociological literature. Typically, research focuses on defining the "type" of racism and 
measuring the "degree to which it does or does not exist." For example, Meertens and 
Pettigrew's (1997) study tested the viability of subtle prejudice by conducting a cross-
national survey. This study considered the examination of the effects of two types of 
prejudice, modern and traditional. The results reveal the correlation between modern and 
traditional prejudice. In other words, the two forms of prejudice co-existed. While such 
description categorization, quantification is laudable; it does little to help us understand the 
processes that sustain and/or eradicate racial inequality (Anderson 1996). Typologies and 
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quantification of actions can be illuminating; but they can also serve to victimize the 
recipient of racial disparity by failing to demonstrate the dynamic relationships that African 
Americans have with each other and their potential agency for altering racist structures. To 
end this, my desire is to contribute to the sociological literature on racism by focusing, not 
just the extent and magnitude of experiences that may be labeled "racist". Rather, I will 
explore the mechanisms used by African Americans to navigate their way through a system 
of disadvantages that may not be inclusive of their cultural needs. 
Objectives 
The objectives of this thesis are as follows: Drawing from a random sample of 
African American ISU graduate students, I examine whether they have or have not 
experienced racial inequalities while at ISU. My purpose, however, is not to document 
instances of possible racism. Rather, I want to enhance our knowledge of the behind the 
scenes processing. Thus, I use semi-structured interviewing to provide a platform for 
respondents to explain their negotiations techniques. How do African Americans respond to 
racial discrimination? What strategies do they use to navigate through potentially racist 
environments? How are these strategies useful? To what extent do they rely on and 
contribute to the overall agency of African Americans as a group? As a part of the 
discussion of results, I go beyond documentation of instances of racism and elaborate on the 
process that create, maintain, and change structures of inequality. By doing this, I highlight 
the agency of African Americans in the struggle against racial discrimination. 
This thesis contains six chapters. Next in Chapter II, I provide a theoretical overview 
of the different types of racism as conceptualized in sociological literature and discuss the 
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various approaches to understanding racism. In Chapter III, I detail the methodology for this 
thesis--qualitative semi-structured interviewing. Chapter IV will consist of the analysis and 
findings for this study. Chapter V is dedicated to a discussion of behind the scenes 
negotiation strategies employed by African American, including community, religion, and 
education. Chapter VI will conclude this thesis with a discussion of strengths and weakness 





Our job is to turn the American vision of a society in which no one has to 
suffer discrimination based on race into a living reality everywhere in our 
land. And that means we must secure to every American equal access to all 
parts of our public life--to the voting booth, to the schoolroom, to jobs, to 
housing, to all public facilities including lunch counters. ---John F. Kennedy 
Theorizing on racism has been subject to a range of approaches. A review of the 
social science literature reveals multiple conceptualization of racism, each having distinct 
implications to our understanding of racial inequality. What assumptions do these 
conceptualizations share and how are they useful to sociologists concerned with eradicating 
racial disadvantages in our society? In this chapter, I first review two general approaches to 
the study of racism: traditional and modern. Then I discuss different typologies within these 
two broad categories. In doing so, I address the advantages and disadvantages of each 
conceptualization. 
What is "racism"? 
Sociological literature suggests that there are two broad categories of racism, 
traditional and modern (Berbier 1998; Bobo 1983; Kinder and Sears 1981; Mcconahay and 
Hough 1976; Sniderman and Tetlock 1986; Tuch and Hughes 1996; Wilson 1996). The first, 
traditional racism, is used to explain the beliefs that blacks, for example, are biologically 
inferior and should be segregated from the white community (Bobo 1983). Berbier (1998) 
argues that traditional racism involves hating someone because of his or her race. Within this 
broad category, there are three major theories of traditional racism: interest, colonial, and 
institutional racism (Feagin and Feagin 1986). 
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Interest theory is the basic idea that the motivating force behind racism can be the 
desire to protect one's own privilege and power (Feagin 1986). This theory argues that 
people's motives for discriminating are not always linked to prejudice and intolerance. 
Rather, motivation for discrimination may be rooted in protecting self or group interest. 
Blumer's (1958) theory of group position shifts the focus away from individual- to group-
level analyses. Blumer argues that groups come into conflict when there is a disjuncture 
between where they feel they should belong. The main factor of Blumer' s model is the 
subjective image. But not all sociologists agree with Blumer. In the early 1960s, 
Antonovsky suggested the importance of "vested interest" as a driving force behind racism. 
Antonovsky advocated distinguishing between prejudice-motivated and gain-motivated 
racism, the latter referring to the action of a racist solely because of the economic or political 
gains redounding to them (Antonovsky 1960). 
Internal colonialism theory places less emphasis on individual prejudice. Rather it 
underscores the way in which privilege was created in the historical process of white 
European groups taking by force resources such as land (for example, Native Americans) and 
labor ( for example, African Americans) and using those resources for their own advantage 
(Feagin and Feagin 1986). This type of overt discrimination generally results from the belief 
in the superiority of one's own race as justification to conquer the subordinate groups for 
their own personal goals, gratification, or satisfaction. Often this type of discrimination 
utilizes aggressive and blatant domineering power to make their subjects conform to their 
instructions ( e.g. slavery). 
The third theory under traditional racism is institutional racism. In this process, 
privilege becomes institutionalized, that is, it becomes embedded in the norms (regulations 
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and informal rules) and roles (social positions and their attendant duties and rights) in a 
variety of social, economic, and political organizations (Feagin and Feagin 1986). Hamilton 
and Carmichael (1967) explain institutional racism very well by contrasting it with individual 
racism. They argued that individual racism can be illustrated, for example, by the actions of 
a small band of white terrorists bombing a black church; and institutional racism can be 
illustrated, for example, by the practices that lead to many black children dying each year 
because of inadequate food, medical facilities, and shelter. The latter example is institutional 
racism because there are social structures in place that prevent many of these children from 
being linked to proper resources. 
Each of these three forms of traditional racism--interest, internal colonialism, and 
institutional--assumes blatant, overt, and documentable acts of racism ( e.g. segregation and 
bombing of churches). In the 1960's, Americans in general spoke out against such forms of 
racism. As a result, the Civil Rights Act and policies were developed to eradicate such racial 
inequality. Title II of the 1964 Civil Rights Act stipulates "all persons shall be entitled to 
the full and equal enjoyment of the goods, serviced, facilities, privileges, advantages, and 
accommodations of any place of public accommodation ... without discrimination or 
segregation on the ground of race, color, religion, or national origin." The implementation of 
this act was an attempt by Congress, in response to public demand, to improve racial equality 
in the US. 
Instances of "traditional" or overt racism, while still evident, are subject to scorn by 
both Blacks and Whites, for example, the outrage of the dragging death of James Byrd in 
Jasper, Texas (Rushby 2000). Sociological studies attest to the fact that traditional racist 
attitudes in the United States have decreased in the last 50 years. For example, in a 1981 
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study of politics and prejudice Kinder and Sears found that although the traditional types of 
racism have not been totally eradicated, it is difficult to find evidence of them today. In 
1983, Bobo found similar findings in his study of Whites' opposition to busing. Bobo found 
that indicators for traditional racism show that racist attitudes have declined significantly 
since the 1960 to 1983. In a 1990 study about reflections on American racism, Sniderman 
and Tetlock argue that traditional types of racism have disappeared from the US. While 
traditional racism may have decreased, support for policies to promote racial equality has not 
necessarily increased (e.g. affirmative action). Thus, we have an inconsistency between 
traditional racist attitudes and support for racial equality. In other words, the diminishing of 
traditional racism is not synonymous with racial equity policies. As such, researchers turned 
to a different form of racism--modern racism-- to explain this inconsistency. 
In contrast with traditional racism, evidence of modern racism is consistently found in 
recent sociological research regarding racial inequality (Kinder and Sears 1981; Tuch and 
Hughes 1997; Sniderman and Tetlock 1986; Meertens and Pettigrew 1997; Gilroy 1993). 
Acts of modern racism are based on assumptions by Whites that racial discrimination has 
disappeared, that blacks are pushing too hard in making illegitimate demands, and/or that 
African Americans are receiving undeserved sympathy and benefits (McConahay 1986; 
McConahay 1982). Four theories are derived from this school of thought: subtle, covert, new 
and symbolic racism. However, they are not in contrast to traditional theories of racism. 
Rather, they build upon and enhance traditional approaches. 
Meertens and Pettigrew (1997) describes subtle racism as cool, distant and direct. 
She further argues that subtle racism is socially and politically constructed and motivated 
against a target population. She also argues that subtle racism is the assumption that beliefs 
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and values differences with the out-group reflects prejudice. Pettigrew found that subtle 
racism is much more likely to occur today because discrimination is illegal and subtle racism 
is very hard to detect. 
Sniderman, Piazza, Petlock, and Kendrick (1991) examines another version of modem 
racism, covert racism. He defines covert racism as a means of disguising socially 
undesirable racial prejudice by using covert tactics of expressing racism. One example is the 
attitudes of Whites toward African Americans receiving welfare. White people may not 
attribute government assistance to race per se; instead, Whites may oppose African 
Americans getting governmental help because they assume that African Americans are not 
making a genuine effort to solve their own problems. 
Gordon and Klug (1986) have a more detailed definition of covert racism. They define 
covert racism as a process of denying the stigma of a racist that draws support from scientific 
analyses by portraying hostility toward others as interested in observing and respecting 
differences among peoples. They further argue the covert racism allows the appropriate 
rhetoric of anti-racism to claim that white people are the ones who need protection (Gordon 
and Klug 1986). Sniderman argues that the emphasis is not on liking African Americans, but 
support for meritocracy or the belief that African Americans only need to work harder for 
advancement and stop looking for special help from the government. He further argues that 
Whites may feel they are passed up for opportunities for advancement in employment, 
education, and health care because of advantages given to undeserving and unqualified 
African Americans (Sniderman, Piazza, Petlock, and Kendrick 1991 ). 
Researchers of modem racism also draw on the theory of "new racism". Kinder 
defines new racism as "sharply associated with complaints about society as a whole and with 
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endorsement of traditional American values, but as quite unrelated to whatever people felt 
with respect to their own communities, jobs, schools, or safety" (1986: 153). He describes 
the new racism as an attempt to maintain resources among members of the white race. 
Gilroy (1987) argues that the total focus of new racism is to protect white men's self-interest, 
and that African Americans, white women, Latinos, Asians and other minority groups 
threaten white males. Thus, white males have become very defensive and are counteracting 
with bitter hatred and exercising their power to denounce the uprise of minorities, for 
example, eradicating affirmative action programs (Garcia 1997). Crano (1997) argues that 
new racism is the most dangerous type of racism. He finds a high correlation between new 
racism and opposition to liberating programs for minorities. Research supports these 
conclusions. Berbier (1998) found that Whites exhibit racism as a mechanism to prevent 
African Americans from receiving benefits that are traditionally reserved for Whites, such as 
job promotion, access to education and better health care. These advantages are commonly 
referred to as "white privilege" (Staples 1995). While new racism focuses on blatant acts that 
protect white privilege, another perspective, symbolic racism, shifts to less obvious attitudes. 
In general, theories of symbolic racism suggest that Whites resist change to preserve 
their self-interest. Symbolic racism is defined as: 
a blend of anti-black affect and the kind of traditional American values 
embodied in the Protestant Ethic. Symbolic racism represents a form of 
resistance to change in the racial status quo based on moral feelings that 
violate such traditional American values as individualism and self-reliance, 
the work ethic, obedience, and discipline (Kinder and Sears 1981: 416). 
Kinder and Sears argue that symbolic racism differs from traditional racial prejudice not only 
in its content, but also because its source is presumably the belief that African-Americans 
pose an economic, social, or political threat to Whites (see also Garcia 1997; Tuch and 
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Hughes 1996; Wilson 1996; DuBois 1903). Like other forms of modern racism, symbolic 
racism supports the belief that Whites are prejudiced against African-Americans because 
they violate traditional U.S. values; as such, African Americans do not deserve any special 
help (Hughes 1997; Sniderman, Piazza, Tetlock, and Kendrick 1997). This assumption is 
echoed by Hughes (1997) who defines symbolic racism as Whites' prejudiced attitudes 
against African-Americans learned in childhood that emerge as a generalized anti-black 
affect and combine with traditional American individualism to form an adult attitudinal 
complex (Hughes 1997). 
Researchers of symbolic racism agree that opposition and self-interest is key to 
understanding the continuation of racial disparity. The opposition is not necessarily focused 
on individual African Americans but on the structures that are designed to help improve their 
quality of life, such as affirmative action or school busing (Kinder and Sears 1981; Kinder 
1986; Sidanius, Devereux, and Pratto 1991; Meertens and Pettigrew 1997; McConahay 1982; 
Hughes 1997). In a 1998 study focusing on tenure, ethnicity/race and attitudes toward 
affirmative action in higher education, Niemann and Dovidio (1998) found that white men 
were less supportive of affirmative action than white women or African Americans, 
Hispanics, and Asians. The researchers also found that most white men do not support 
affirmative action because they believe these programs do not benefit their self-interest. 
Symbolic racism is unique from the other theories of racism in that it has a 
metaphoric technique. With this type of racism, one does not actually announce their dislike 
of a certain group; however, it is exhibited by their actions (Tuch and Hughes 1996). For 
example, in an analysis of the 1982 California gubernatorial elections, in which George 
Deukmejian, a white conservative Republican, defeated Tom Bradley, a black Democrat, by 
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the narrow margin of 100,000 votes out of almost 7.5 million. Researchers Citrin, Green, and 
Sears (1990) found that a large percentage of the African American voters believe that the 
victory was based on the race of the candidates. The election is a particularly useful case 
study because Bradley, if he had won, would have held the highest political office of any 
Black in US history. Pre-election polls consistently predicted a Bradley victory, leading 
researchers and voters to argue that the outcome indicated substantial covert racism among 
white Californians. In California, when this election took place, the majority of the 
democratic voters were African American and the majority of the republican voters are 
White. Citrin, Green, and Sears found that the "underlying racial attitudes were found to 
contribute to the defeat of Tom Bradley, since negative feeling toward minorities formed one 
element in a cluster of conservative beliefs, the holders of which voted Republican" 
(1990:94-95). Theories of symbolic racism argue that Whites do not exhibit resistance to 
Blacks because they hate blacks; they show this resistance to preserve the Whites' self-
interest (Tuch and Hughes 1996). Thus, as Citrin, Green, and Sears ( 1990) suggests it is 
plausible that the reason Whites did not vote for the qualified Tom Bradley was because they 
wanted to maintain White leaders who would presumably support their own interest. 
Chapter Summary 
There are several theories to explain why racism is prevalent today, broadly falling 
under the categories of "traditional" and "modern". Although the perspectives share 
common assumptions, they each offer unique approaches to understanding racial 
discrimination. Each approach assumes racial inequality exists, in some form, and focuses 
on power imbalances between the dominant group (Whites) and minorities (in this case, 
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African Americans, but could include Hispanics, Native Americans, etc.) Subtle racism 
offers a perspective that ignores the fact that racism can be exhibited blatantly. Accepting the 
notion that blatant racism does not exist limits the understanding of racism. Covert racism 
presents a similar problem. Covert racism limits the focus of racism to secrecy, without 
taking into consideration the possibility that overt tactics, such as institutional racism, is still 
prevalent in today's society. New racism has its shortcomings as well. The theory of new 
racism limits the focus to the white males' self-interest. This perspective ignores the 
possibility for any other group to be racist, which the literature finds to be a false 
presumption (Gilroy 1993, Berbier 1998). Symbolic racism is perhaps the most inclusive by 
addressing multiple forms of racism. With symbolic racism, the focus is riot limited to 
blatant tactics, overt tactics, or a specific group of people; it provides insight to an array of 
nuances that can be useful in understanding racial discrimination. 
After reviewing sociological literature on different types of racism, it is possible to 
conclude that, "racism is just racism." That is, racism is the attitude that one race is superior 
to another. Herbert Blumer (1958) supports this stance by arguing that racism is more than a 
matter of negative feelings possessed by members of one group for another, those feelings 
are rooted in power relations and group positions. He notes that a high priority in dominant 
groups is to create ideologies and images that legitimate privilege and rationalize their racist 
behavior. Thus, regardless of the different techniques to carry out racist behaviors, such as 
overt and covert tactics, the attitudes and the intent are still motivated by racism. For 
example, Jim Crow laws were an overt tactic against African Americans---Whites believed 
that they were superior and should not have to share the same facilities as blacks. An 
example of covert racism is that Whites will not say that they do not want African Americans 
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to work with them, but they may vote to hinder all types of initiative programs to bring more 
African Americans into the work place. Thus, the distinction is made through traditional and 
modern racism, as well as overt and covert tactics of racism. 
The relationship between the traditional and modern arguments is that overt racist 
techniques are generally considered or exhibited as traditional techniques (Bobo 1983; 
Garcia 1997; Kinder and Sears 1986) and covert racist techniques are considered and 
exhibited as modern techniques (Crano 1997; Tuch and Hughes 1996; Garcia 1997). In 
observing historical events, Garcia argues that it was not a big issue for Whites to be 
considered racist before the 80's; in fact, it was considered part of the social norm (Garcia 
1997). However, today that has changed. It is not a part of the social norm to be thought of 
as a racist person, but it is acceptable to make sure that ones children's opportunities are not 
endangered or to protect one's self-interest (Berbier 1998). 
Sociologists have been studying the effects of racism on African Americans for 
decades (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 1998; Tilly 1998; Hughes 1997; Crano 1997; Wilson 
1996; Kleinpenning and Hagendoorn 1993; Hughes and Demo 1989; Travis and Velasco 
1994; Bobo 1983; DuBois 1903). From traditional to modern, overt to covert, blatant to 
symbolic, racism has continually existed in America's society. 
The purpose of the chapter was to review the sociological literature that pertains to 
racism. This was a daunting task in that there is a lot of literature about racism, but not as 
much about the conception or shifting the definitions of the concepts. My desire for this 
chapter was to first highlight the two general approaches to studying racism, which are 
traditional and modern racism. Then I discussed the advantages and disadvantages of the 
different typologies within these two broad categories. This chapter is very important to my 
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study in that it is the building block for the research. The literature reveals that sociological 
research often focus on the categorizations of racism and some examine the impact of racism. 
Racism does exist in this society and it needs to be eradicated. One way to support this effort 
is to look at successful strategies used by African Americans in their daily negotiations 
within racist institutions. My research does just that. 
An examination of the negotiation strategies that African American students employ 
at white dominated universities reveals that African Americans have control and power over 
in their social and academic milieu. Despite their continual confrontation with racism, they 
continue to matriculate at white dominated institutions. Thus, my attention is directed to the 
strategies that they have learned to sustain them through their collegiate career being African 
American at a white dominated university. I will link this current literature, that is evidence 
that racism exists in different forms (traditional and modern), to the behind the scenes 
strategies that African American students employ to handle racism at white dominated 
universities. The following chapter will provide the reasons why I chose my research 
method techniques to complete this thesis. 
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CHAPTER I I I 
RESEARCH METHODS 
Every task has to be approached in a certain way. You've got to determine 
the tools that are going to be required to do it, and make sure you have those 
tools before you start. ---Robert C. Maynard 
This method chapter is divided into three sections. First, I briefly describe general 
interviewing strategies and justify my choice of using semi-structured interviews as the 
method for data collection. Next, I will explain my sampling technique and provide a 
description of the sample. I will conclude this chapter by providing a detailed discussion of 
data collection and analysis. 
Interviewing Methods 
For this research, I use semi-structured face-to-face personal interviews as the method 
for data collection. Of the different types of interviews ( e.g., structured, unstructured, and 
semi-structured), semi-structured interviewing is the most appropriate for this study. The 
following paragraphs provide a brief description of each type of interviewing strategies and 
detail the strengths and weaknesses of the method I used (semi-structured interviewing). 
In general, there are three broad interviewing strategies: structured, semi-structured, 
and unstructured interviewing. The goal for all three types of interviews is to understand a 
particular phenomenon. Structured interviewing is unique in that it provides the questions 
and the closed ended responses. It is the strictest among the types of interview techniques 
(Denzin and Lincoln 1994). Structured interviewing refers to a "situation in which a 
researcher asks each interviewee a series of pre-established questions with a limited set of 
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response categories" (Denzin and Lincoln 1994: 363). With this type of interviewing, there 
is little room for negotiations by the interviewees in regards to the questions or responses. In 
addition, the researcher controls the pace and flow of the interview by conducting the 
interviews as a questionnaire. For example, all interviewees receive the same set of 
questions asked in the same sequence with a choice of the same closed ended responses. The 
researcher's role is not to clarify or answer any questions posed by interviewees---they can 
only repeat the questions or responses at a slower pace. An advantage of this technique is 
that it minimizes the possibility of bias on the part of the researcher. The role of the 
researcher is to be directive and impersonal. In addition, the researcher never deviates from 
the study introduction, sequence of the questions, or the question wording; thus, all 
interviews are conducted in a consistent manner (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). A disadvantage 
of structured interviewing, however, is that interviewees may not fully understand the 
questions or the answers that are read to them which can cause problems with the validity of 
the study. In addition, this type of interview is very impersonal, which may result in 
avoidance of revealing personal experiences that are necessary for this type of study. With 
the set of responses provided, interviewees will be unable to expand upon their personal 
feelings and explain why they feel the way they do. 
Unstructured interviews are conducted in an opposite fashion from structured 
interviews. According to Denzin and Lincoln "in unstructured interviews the researcher 
must be able to put him- or herself in the role of the interviewee and attempt to see the 
situation from their perspective, rather than impose the world of academia and 
preconceptions upon them" (1994:367). Unstructured is conducted as a normal conversation. 
There are no pre-established questions or talking points. The role of the researcher is to 
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allow the interviewee autonomy to talk about his/her experiences or knowledge about a 
particular subject. Just like structured interviewing, unstructured interviewing has its 
advantages and disadvantages. One advantage is that unstructured interviews can minimize 
feelings of defensiveness that arise when talking about sensitive issues (Takagi 1995). In 
addition, unstructured interviews will allow the researcher to question interviewees, or the 
interviewees to question the researcher, for further clarification if necessary. Another 
advantage is that there is no pre-determined format. Topics emerging freely may offer 
valuable, yet unpredictable responses. In addition, unstructured interviewing gives 
respondents more power to shape the data, which reduces bias from the researcher. 
Unstructured interviewing also has its disadvantages. One disadvantage is that the 
objectivity, or non-biased approach by the researcher, is threatened as the lines between 
researcher and subject are blurred. For example, a researcher conducting unstructured 
interview may, by empathizing with the subject, become an advocate for the subject. In this 
case, objectivity is compromised (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). Another disadvantage for this 
type of interview is that because there are no pre-established questions, agenda or talking 
points, unrelated conversation might emerge and complicate data collection. This 
interviewing strategy relies heavily on the skills of the individual researcher and their ability 
to obtain relevant data. As such, it is not easily replicable nor is it practical when using 
teams of interviewers. 
The final interviewing technique, semi-structured interviewing, is a combination of 
the structured and unstructured interviewing techniques. In semi-structured interviewing, the 
researcher has a pre-established agenda but not in a strict questionnaire form. Usually, the 
researcher has an interview guide or talking points that provide direction for the interview 
24 
(Parks 1993). With the semi-structured interview, the researcher and interviewee are able to 
talk in a conversational style. The interviewer role is to ask open-ended questions that create 
dialogue from the respondent. This gives the respondents some autonomy to provide 
information without eliminating their power to shape the data. There are several advantages 
in using this type of interview. First, interviewees are encouraged to share ideas, questions, 
experiences and opinions. Secondly, the interviewees and researcher are able to ask 
questions for clarification when necessary. Thirdly, this type of interview is held in a 
conversation style potentially reducing confrontation and defensiveness by the subject. 
Finally, with the talking points or interview guide the researcher can follow a general script, 
thus not deviating from the research topics. However, there is maneuvering room with the 
dialog to allow the interviewee to offer insight that the researcher may not expect. The 
disadvantage of this style is that the researcher is vulnerable to become an advocate for the 
respondent (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). It is important to transmit respondents' observations, 
however, with an emotionally charged subject the interviewer may feel a sense of loyalty to 
the respondent; thus shifting the role as an advocate instead of researcher. Another 
disadvantage of semi-structured interviewing is that it can be difficult to keep the 
respondents focus on the subject matter and not going off on tangents about unrelated issues. 
Given these interviewing techniques and their associated strengths and weaknesses, I 
have chosen to use semi-structured interviewing as my method of data collection. I base this 
decision on a variety of reasons. The topic I am studying is race relations. Given the history 
and current patterns of inequality, this topic is often emotionally laden and subject to a 
variety of strong opinions. Semi-structured interviewing is the best way to: 
1) avoid confrontation and defensiveness by the respondent, 
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2) allow unpredicted insights from the respondents, 
3) not objectify respondent but will empower them, 
4) and maintain a structure of responses to allow systematic analysis of data. 
Finally, semi-structured interviewing has been successfully used by other scholars of 
race relations (Denzin and Lincoln 1994; Feagin 1991; Bobo 1983; Parks 1993; Jackman and 
Jackman 1980) and studying campus climate from perceptions of students of color (Sotello 
and Turner 1994, Louis and Turner 1991, Attinasi 1989). In a study about the continuing 
significance of race, Feagin (1991) used semi-structured interviews in a sample of 3 7 African 
Americans to understand the character and impact of modern racial discrimination. Bobo 
(1983) used the same method to study Whites' attitudes to why they oppose to African 
Americans being bused to public schools in their neighborhoods. Jackman and Jackman 
(1980) also used this method in their study of class awareness in the United States, 
investigating the impact of racism in the social class hierarchy. Lee (2000) found, in her 
study about African Americans customers experiences, that the majority of the data that she 
got from respondents were unexpected. This information may not have been obtained if a 
different interviewing method was used. In addition, semi-structure interviewing has been 
very affective in studying minorities perspective at college campuses. Louis and Turner 
found that "qualitative approaches are particularly useful in studying minority student 
experiences where cultural differences and small numbers make the advantage of survey 
research less clear" (1991 :22). Attinasi echoed this sentiment that semi-structured 
interviewing is necessary by stating that "in order to understand minority student retention is 
the student's own perception of the process" (1989:250). All of these scholars contributed to 
the literature in understanding race relations between African Americans and Caucasians in 
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this country by using semi-structured interviews. I plan to make my contributions by using 
the same method. 
Sample 
For this thesis, I took a random sample of African American graduate student 
population at Iowa State University (ISU). ISU has a total population of 26,110 students for 
the Spring 2000 semester. 683 (2.6%) of the total number of students are African Americans. 
At the graduate level, there are 104 (.00%) African American students. African American 
graduate students are so few they do not rank on the percentage scale for the total student 
population. Thus, it is possible for them to matriculate through ISU and never be heard. I 
chose my sample from this group (African American graduate students) not only because it is 
appropriate for my research questions, but also to provide members of this group an 
opportunity--one that they may otherwise never have--to share their experiences about 
navigating through a white dominated university. 
The interviewees were selected from a list of all enrolled African American graduate 
students for the summer of 2000 provided by the registrar's office at ISU. They were 
selected by using a systematic random sampling procedure. To ensure a diverse 
representation of African American students, I stratified by gender. There were 79 African 
American graduate students enrolled at ISU for the summer of 2000 (31 females and 48 
males). I created a list for each gender and systematically choose every fourth name for the 
females and every sixth name for the males. 
I contacted prospective interviewees by telephone. In this conversation, I explained 
to them that I am a graduate student in the Department of Sociology at ISU doing thesis 
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research on the experiences of African Americans at a white dominated university. I asked if 
they would be willing to participate in a semi-structured, face-to-face personal interview. 
Upon their agreement to participate in the interview, I scheduled a time, date and place for us 
to meet. I gave the interviewee the opportunity to select the place to conduct the interview 
on ISU' s campus. According to Bloom ( 1997), allowing the interviewees to select the place 
to conduct the interview facilitates comfort during the interview process and may result in the 
interviewee being more forthcoming with information. In addition, allowing the interviewee 
to select the interview location will assist in establishing a trusting rapport that is needed for 
this type of subject matter (Lincoln and Guba 1985). However, it is ultimately the 
researcher's responsibility to make sure that the setting chosen will accommodate the needs 
for a good interview. As such, I provided some suggestions as to where to meet, including 
my office, a study room in the library, and other relatively private places on campus. 
For this thesis, I interviewed 1 7 African American graduate students at Iowa State 
University; nine males and eight females with an age span from 23 to 48. The majority of 
the sample indicated that they have been at ISU for 1 to 3 years; however, one person 
indicated that he has been here for 6 years and another person indicated that he has been here 
off and on for 29 years. To ensure anonymity for the respondents, I will not indicate their 
program of study because several of the respondents are the only African American in their 
department. However, I will disclose that the sample contains students representing the 
Colleges of Agriculture, Education, Liberal Arts, and Technology. For the same reasons why 
closure needs to be maintained for respondents' departments, the same is true for the their 
home city. However, I will disclose that the respondents came from one of the following 
states: Alabama, California, Georgia, Maryland, Missouri, New Jersey, New York, North 
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Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, Washington D.C., and Wisconsin. The sample includes 
eight master's students and nine doctoral students; the majority of respondents received 
previous degrees from institutions other than ISU. Two of the respondent received degrees 
from community colleges, fifteen of the respondents received previous degrees from different 
colleges and universities, and two of them received previous degrees from ISU (please note 
that some students received more than one previous degree). 
Data Collection 
Tape recording and field notes were used to collect the data. After getting permission 
from the respondent, I tape-recorded all the interviews. The tapes were kept in a locked file 
cabinet in my private office until it was time for me to be transcribe them. I transcribed all 
interviews, using a transcriber, in my private office. While the tapes were being transcribed, 
I made sure that I was alone in my office and the office door was locked. After all the 
transcriptions were completed, the tapes were destroyed and disposed of by the researcher. 
All transcripts were placed in a locked file cabinet in the researcher's office until the data 
were analyzed. 
All of the interviews were transcribed with the exception of two. These two 
interviews were not transcribed because the tape recordings were mumbled. Because I could 
not make out what the respondents or I were saying on the tape recordings, I was forced to 
disregard the information that was recorded on those tapes. Although I cannot use direct 
quotes from these respondents, I did take careful field notes that will serve as data for this 
study. 
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Each respondent was asked to sign a consent form before the interview process 
began. Appendix A contains the consent form. The consent form is designed for these six 
reasons: 
I) To explain the purpose of the research. [The purpose of this research is to understand 
how African Americans cope in a white dominated environment.] 
2) To explain the purpose of the interview. [The purpose of this interview is to talk to 
you about your experiences with racism and the coping strategies you utilized to get 
through those experiences.] 
3) To explain why the interview needs to be recorded. [For research purposes, this 
interview will be tape-recorded for a more accurate account of your contributions.] 
4) To explain there are no perceived danger by participating in this interview. [There 
are no perceived emotional or physical risks to you by participating in this interview. 
If at any time you feel at risk or discomfort, you may discontinue this interview.] 
5) To provide an understanding that they are invited to ask any question they may have 
pertaining to the interview or the study. [I am happy to answer any questions that you 
might have about our interview, or about the research project itself. Do you have any 
questions at this point?] 
6) Finally, to explain that their responses will be kept confidential. [All information will 
be kept confidential. If you like, you may choose your own pseudonym (fake name), 
and I will refer to you in my study only by that name or I can choose one for you. 
After we finish this interview, I will keep the tape recordings in my possession or in a 
locked file drawer until I transcribe it. I will do the actual transcription myself, and 
30 
will use only your pseudonym throughout this process. After I finish transcribing the 
tape, I will erase and dispose of it.] 
I also kept field notes on the interview guide during the interview process. There was 
one interview guide per each respondent. Appendix B contains the interview guide. The 
interview consists of six biographical questions and twenty open ended questions directed at 
the behind the scenes negotiations of race relations. I was able to take detailed notes of what 
the respondents were saying on the interview guide. These field notes served as a visual 
reminder of the subtle actions and impressions not recorded on the tapes. The field notes 
were marked with the pseudonyms that the interviewee chose, and placed with the tapes to 
ensure that the correct notes were matched with the correct interview. 
To help shape the interview guide and increase its reliability, I conducted two 
preliminary interviews in July 2000 with one male and one female ISU African American 
graduate student. Each interview lasted approximately 1 hour. After transcription of the 
interviews, I carefully assessed the extent to which the data reflected my research goals. 
Adjustments were made to the original to better accommodate my research interest. For 
example, one of the preliminary respondents indicated that my question, "What is your most 
memorable experience with racism?" was ambiguous because I did not give the time frame. 
I changed that question to "What is your most memorable experience of racism before 
coming to ISU?" The preliminary interviews were essential in the development of my final 
interview guide and as part of the keys to good interviewing. 
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Keys to Good Interviewing: Ethics, Attention, and Detail 
Taylor and Bogan (1984) point out some ethical concerns that need to be addressed 
by the researcher before the interview process begins. First, it is important to be 
nonjudgmental. "The interview is an understanding between two parties that, in return for 
allowing the researcher to direct their communication, the informant is assured that he (sic) 
will not meet with denial, contradiction, competition, or other harassment" (Taylor and 
Bogan 1984). Keeping this in mind, I avoided injecting negative or discouraging comments 
to the interviewees. I acknowledged their comments by using nonverbal (nodding of my 
head) and verbal ( an occasional "um, huh") communications. 
Secondly, it is important to let the interviewee talk. To accomplish this I forced 
myself not to interrupt the interviewees when they are speaking. This was a little difficult at 
times, especially when discussing an interesting topic. Prior to interviewing, I practiced not 
interrupting people in my casual conversations; so, I was prepared and well practiced by the 
time I started interviewing. In addition, I took notes during the interview. When the 
interviewee said something that I wanted to expand upon, I made a note and came back to 
that topic or statement later instead of interrupting them. 
Thirdly, being sensitive is essential for an effective researcher. Taylor and Bogan 
state that to be sensitive, 
Researchers always have to be attuned to how their words and gestures affect 
informants. They sometimes have to "play dumb," but not to be insulting. 
They must be sympathetic, but not patronizing. They have to know when to 
probe, but stay away from open wounds. They have to be friendly, but not 
ingratiating. Being sensitive is an attitude one must bring to interviewing 
(1994: 95-96). 
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To address the issue of sensitivity, I made sure not to disregard anything that the 
respondents say. Also, I made sure to treat everything they said as valuable 
information, even if I did not personally agree with them. 
Paying attention is a vital part of the interviewing process. Taylor and Bogan argue 
that "paying attention means communicating a sincere interest in what interviewees are 
saying and knowing when and how to probe and ask the right questions" (1984:95). They 
also point out that sometimes it is easy to let your mind drift during extended interviews. It 
is important to pay close attention to the interviewee so the researcher will know when to 
probe and it will reassure the interviewee that their contributions are important for this study. 
To assure the respondent that I am paying attention, I maintained eye contact with the 
respondents (unless I am jotting down some notes). In addition, I also used nonverbal 
communications to assure them that I was paying attention, for example, an occasional 
nodding of the head. Finally, the respondents knew that I was paying attention because I 
probed for more information. 
Probing is an essential part of the data collection. The purpose of probing is to ask 
pivotal questions that will jar a person's memory and/or to get clarification. Unlike regular 
conversations, the researcher cannot assume that he/she shares understandings with the 
interviewees (Denzin and Lincoln 1994). Thus, I occasionally asked interviewees to clarify 
and elaborate on what they have said, even at the risk of appearing naive. Spradley (1979) 
argues that the researcher has to teach the interviewees how to be good informants by 
continually encouraging them to provide detailed descriptions of their experiences. I did this 
in three different ways. First, I rephrased what the person said and asked for confirmation. 
Secondly, I asked the person to provide examples of what he or she meant. Finally, I 
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informed them when something was not clear to me. As Denzin and Lincoln (1994) point 
out, a researcher must ask enough questions to have a clear picture in his/her mind of the 
people, places, experiences, and feelings. For example, when asking about previous 
experiences, I followed up with probes such as: Can you tell me what the place looks like 
that you are referring to? How did you feel then? Can you remember what you said then? 
These keys to good interviewing are a vital part of this thesis. It sets the tone for the 
rest of the project by abstracting necessary and essential data. In the next section, I will 
describe how I analyzed the data. 
Analysis of Data 
Analysis of the data is the final phase of the research method chapter. After 
collecting the data, I thought the hardest part was over; I was wrong. After transcribing 17 
interviews and maintaining field notes from each interview, my file cabinet was overflowing 
with documents that needed to be analyzed. To approach this daunting task, I used the 
resources of Huberman and Miles. Huberman and Miles (1994) define analysis as consisting 
of three concurrent flows of activity: data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing 
and verification. I will detail each of these themes and explain how I utilized them for this 
study. 
The first step in analyzing the data is data reduction. Huberman and Miles refer to 
data reduction as "the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and 
transforming the data that appear in written-up field notes or transcripts" (1994: 11 ). They 
further argue that "the researcher's decision----which data chunks to code and which to pull 
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out, which patterns best summarize a number of chunks, which evolving story to tell----are 
all analytic choices" (Huberman and Miles 1994:11). 
For this thesis, I completed the data reduction process by transcribing tapes and 
compiling field notes. I transcribed 15 out of 1 7 interview tapes. I was unable to transcribe 
two of the tapes because the voices were mumbled. I then organized the data by placing 
transcripts with matching field notes. After all materials were gathered and organized, it was 
time to read the data. I completely read each transcript individually making careful notes on 
the transcripts indicating themes or thoughts that crossed my mind. After reading each 
transcript, I read the matching field notes. This was particularly helpful in comparing my 
initial reaction to my latter reaction as it relates to the respondents' information. It was also 
the perfect lead way to the second step in the data analysis process. 
The next step in the process of analyzing the data is data display. Huberman and 
Miles refer to data display as "an organized, compressed assembly of information that 
permits conclusion drawing and action" (1994: 11 ). They further argue that: 
The displays include many types of matrices, graphs, charts, and networks. 
All are designed to assemble organized information into an immediately 
accessible, compact for so that the analyst can see what is happening and 
either draw justified conclusions or move on to the next step of analysis the 
display suggests may be useful. 
For this thesis, I used a chart outlining key information provided by the respondents. 
The chart consisted of 17 rows (one for each respondent) and 15 columns. Each column 
represented a closed ended question that was asked to the respondents during the interview 
process; for example, "How old are you?" "Have you experienced racism in the library?" 
The first six columns hosted background information such as name, age, classification, 
length of time in school, home state and city, and major. The next two columns indicated 
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whether the respondent had experienced racism in their department or on ISU' s campus. The 
remainder of the columns was left blank to indicate different broad categories generalizing 
how the respondents stated they used to handle racial situations. 
After completing the chart, I returned to the transcripts and started cutting and pasting 
using a word processor. I cut and pasted specific blocks of the text to individual categories 
that documented all instances of racism that each respondent shared in the interview process. 
Then I read over each respondent's account of racism. It was at this point that I realized that 
definite themes started to appear, which lead me to the final phase of the data analysis 
process. 
The final step of the data analysis process is conclusion drawing and verification. 
Huberman and Miles refer to this as deciding what things mean or noting regularities, 
patterns, explanations, possible configurations, causal flows, and propositions. They further 
argue that the final conclusion may not appear until the data collection process is over, 
depending upon the size of the materials (Huberman and Miles 1994). Huberman and Miles 
did not provide one specific technique for verification. However, they did note that it could 
be something as: 
brief as a fleeting second thought crossing the analyst's mind during writing, 
with a short excursion back to the field notes, or it may be thorough and 
elaborate, with lengthy argumentation and review among colleagues to 
develop intersubjective consensus, or with extensive efforts to replicate a 
finding in another data set. 
A careful examination of the data indicates that there are three themes that keep showing up 
for African Americans relating to the behind the scenes negotiations in dealing with racism. 
Those themes are religion, community, and education. Each one of these themes will be 
discussed with detail in the next chapter. In addition, I reviewed each step of the analysis 
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process with my major professor to double check for reliability of the themes and to keep my 
biases from impacting the research. 
Chapter Summary 
The research method chapter explains the systematic technique that I employed for 
this thesis. First, I provided my rationale for selecting semi-structured interviewing method 
for data collection. Semi-structured interviewing was most appropriate for this task because 
it allows free flowing thoughts from respondents. The interviewer was able to keep 
respondents focused on the topic by using an interview guide, which also proved to be 
valuable for keeping field notes. After explaining my rationale for choosing semi-structured 
interviewing, I then explained why and how I chose my sample. 
For this thesis, I chose to get my sample from the population of African American 
students at ISU because of the high number of racial discriminatory acts directed at them. In 
addition, I chose this group because they are matriculating through a system of disadvantages 
that may not be inclusive of their cultural needs. The sample consists of 1 7 students, nine 
males and eight females that were randomly selected from a complete registrar list of 
enrolled African American students in the summer of 2000. The students represented 
different colleges at ISU and different regions of the US. After choosing the respondents for 
this thesis, I began to collect my data. 
In this chapter, I also explained how I collected my data. Tape recordings and field 
notes were used to collect the data. I personally interviewed, recorded, jotted down field 
notes, and transcribed all of the interviews for this thesis. All transcriptions were done in my 
private office while I was by myself. All transcripts and field notes were placed in my 
locked file cabinet until the data was ready to be analyzed. Only two interviews were not 
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transcribed because they tapes were mumbled, however, I was able to use the field notes for 
that interview. Next, I gave keys to good interviewing. I accomplished this by pointing out 
some critical concerns, for example, being nonjudgmental, letting the respondent talk, and 
paying attention and probing. 
The final phase of this chapter explained how I analyzed the data. To analyze the 
data I used three concurrent flows of action that was suggested by Huberman and Miles 
(1994): data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing and verification. The data 
reduction refers to the process of selecting, focusing, or simplifying, abstracting, and 
transforming the data that appear in written-up field notes or transcripts. Data display refers 
to an organized, compressed assembly of information that permits conclusion drawing and 
action. Finally, conclusion drawing and verification refers to the decision of what things 
mean or noting regular patterns, explanations, possible configurations, casual flows, and 
propositions. The next chapter will build on the research methods by providing the results 
for this thesis. 
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C H A P T E R I V 
RESULTS 
Much of what [ universities J have taught as economics, history, literature, 
religion, and philosophy is propaganda. When a Negro had finished his 
education in our schools, then, he has been equipped to begin the life of an 
Americanized or Europeanized white man. The education of Negroes then, 
the most important thing in the uplift of Negroes, is almost entirely up to those 
who have enslaved them. The present system under the control of Whites and 
at the same time convinces him of the impropriety or the impossibility of his 
becoming White. ---Carter G. Woodson 
This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section provides documented 
evidence of racial discrimination for African Americans on ISU' s campus. The second 
section highlights different types of racist actions experienced by members of my sample. 
The third section reviews some of the coping strategies that African Americans utilize and 
evidence from the data to substantiate this argument. 
Experiences with Racism on ISU Campus 
While interviewing for this thesis, each respondent was asked a series of questions 
(refer to Appendix II for the interview guide) pertaining to their experiences with racial 
discrimination. All of the respondents indicated that they experienced racial discrimination 
at least one time in their lives and most reported multiple experiences. 
To obtain information about the respondents experiences with racial discrimination at 
ISU, the respondents were asked if they had experienced racism from random places across 
ISU's campus (their department, the library, the recreational center, administration building, 
the registrars office, the student union and the computation center). They were also given the 
opportunity to share experiences that they may have had outside of the fore mention places 
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on campus. The respondents indicated that they have experienced racism m their 
departments, Parks Library, Lied Recreational Facilities, Alumni Hall, and in other places 
across campus. None of the respondents indicated that they have received racial 
discrimination from the student center, the computation center, or the administrative 
building. 
According to Feagin (1991), Whites use five different techniques to express racism 
towards African Americans: Avoidance, rejection, verbal attacks, physical threats, and 
physical attacks. Most of the techniques were present in my study. For example, avoidance 
is an action taken by Whites to assure they will not come in close proximity with African 
Americans, such as, a white woman crossing a street to avoid coming into contact with a 
black person who is approaching her from the opposite direction. I found that there is 
evidence that African Americans in this sample have experienced the technique of avoidance. 
Queen a graduate student who has been at ISU for two years, recounts an experience on 
campus: 
I remember walking into the lab to do my work and it was always this one 
white girl who never spoke to me. I never knew why until one day the answer 
was painfully clear. What happened was she was in a group of about five 
people talking, and I walked over to speak to everyone. In the middle of her 
sentence, she stopped and walked away as I approached the group. What she 
had not realized is that I had already put my books down beside the computer 
that she was working on. When I returned to my computer she looked at me 
as if I was the scum of the earth. She grabbed her things in a hurry and moved 
to another computer. I approached her and asked her did she have a problem 
with me or with my ethnicity. She looked at me with boldness and said, "It is 
your ethnicity." Needless to say, she soon found herself by herself because 
the rest of the class was ... well, let's just say disappointed with her actions. 
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Several of the respondents indicated that they have experienced racial discrimination 
that could be classified under the "rejection" technique. Reuben remembers that he felt 
rejected from employment opportunity because of his race. 
For example, I went to get a job. Someone had told me that this particular 
place [ a local gas station] was hiring. And the person at the place told me 
they were hiring. They then told me that I needed to take my application to 
the manager and give it to him myself. So, when they said that I thought it 
was kinda funny. So, when I showed up he said, "We are not hiring." I had 
already given him the application. He asked me, do you want to take it back? 
There is another one [gas station] down the street, they may be hiring. I think 
they are hiring. Now, common sense says to me that every one else says that 
you are hiring and now you are saying that you are not. And then I go back 
later on and do find out that they are hiring again. As well as, if a company is 
not hiring they still put your application on file. I thought about that for 
sometime. As a matter of fact, I even thought about getting some of my 
church members--some of my white brothers--to go and put in an application 
at the place. Had I done that and if they would have gotten an interview, 
umm, I would have, umm, pursued it big time, but I did not. 
Twelve of the respondents indicated they experienced racism that could be 
categorized as "verbal attacks". The interesting thing about these experiences is that the 
respondents found many different words as being racially discriminative. For example, one 
male respondent felt the word "boy" implied that racism. An older woman thought that the 
word "nanny" had racists implications. Of course, the most notorious word that the 
respondents perceived as racist is "nigger." Omar recounted an experience that he had on 
ISU campus that could be classified as the technique of "verbal attacks." 
One day after class, I was walking across the street and this brown older 
model car was approaching. I waited for the car to pass so I go continue to 
sprint across the street. When the car got right in front of me I heard them 
yelling something, so I started paying closer attention so I could decipher 
what they were saying. They were yelling, "nigger, nigger." I was so 
surprised I could not respond. I was so hurt by that. All of a sudden I felt that 
I was in an unsafe environment, and I never felt that way about Ames before. 
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Of the twelve respondents that indicated they have experienced racial discrimination 
that could be classified as "verbal attacks," two of them indicated that their verbal attacks 
were committed over the telephone. Carter recalls an experience in a local club that a lot of 
ISU's students frequent. He states: 
One night we [ a group of 5 African American males] went into the club and 
the bartender refused to sell us a drink. We asked why? He stated that the 
club was closing in 20 minutes, so the bar is closed. One of my friends 
responded in a very polite manner, "But sir, we have been waiting here for our 
drinks for over five minutes and your partner is almost done with making 
them." He replied, "I said no! Now if you don't like it you can carry your 
black ass to another bar." Then I said, "Excuse me, who the hell are you 
talking to. First of all you don't have to yell at me and second of all what is 
up with the racial epithet. Then he said, "You need to leave before you have 
to be carried out!" And let's just say that things got really serious after that. 
Cause he threaten me and I was not going to have any of that. However, I will 
tell you this, before we left that club he apologized for his rude behavior. 
None of the respondents reported having any racial experiences that could be 
classified as "physical attacks" at ISU or before coming to ISU. However given that four of 
the five techniques described by Feagin exist, it is important to take a closer examination of 
the racism at ISU. Just how prevalent is racism at ISU? Where do students experience it? 
Now I will document. 
When I asked the respondents about their experiences in their academic department at 
ISU, eleven out of the seventeen stated they experienced racism in their department from 
either their colleagues, the staff, or the faculty (no respondent reported an incident with their 
department chair). Seven respondents reported experiencing racism with their colleagues. C. 
J., a pseudonym for one of the male respondents, recalls a painful lesson that when he 
learned that his classmates viewed him as being different because of his race. 
I remember one time I had to go to a conference with my department. There 
was five of us going, three guys and two girls. I was the only African 
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American. We all had to sleep in the same room. When nighttime came and 
we were deciding on the sleeping arrangements, nobody wanted to sleep in the 
same bed with me. I felt like I was dirt when I looked over at the next bed and 
the four of the them were cramped up and I had this whole queen size bed to 
myself. 
Two of the respondents reported experiencing racism with the staff in their department. 
Omar, a pseudonym for another male student, tells about one experience he had with a 
secretary in his department, he refers to this incident as a learning experience. 
Well, this particular secretary that I used to have cordial conversations 
everyday. About two weeks prior to this incident, she told me that she lived 
in Nevada. I indicated to her that I never heard or even been to Nevada, 
which is supposedly 10 minutes from here. So, on this particular day I went 
to her office and told her that I finally went to Nevada for the first time. She 
responded by saying, "Oh, what did you go there for, court?" I said excuse 
me. She gave this slight laughter and said well, not too many blacks go to 
Nevada unless they go to the courthouse. I told her that if I did not know any 
better I would think that was a racist comment. Just for her edification I just 
had to let her know that I was not in Nevada for a court appearance. 
In addition, six of the respondents reported experiencing racism with faculty. Imani, a 
female respondent, recalls an experience that happened to her as she was preparing to meet 
one of her mentors, who was famous for taking part in the civil rights movement. 
One of my professors is into the Lesbian and Gay issues and she let this one 
girl leave class to go to a lecture about homosexuality, I think it was Mathew 
Shepard's mother. And when Dick Gregory was here, I told her that I was 
going to leave class early so I could hear him. She kinda had an attitude about 
it. And then she said that if I feel that he is more important than my class, it is 
up to you to go hear him speak. I asked her what was the difference between 
me leaving to hear Mr. Gregory and the other student leaving for Ms. Shepard. 
She responded by saying something like hasn't Mr. Gregory caused enough 
trouble, why would ya'll want to keep listening to him. 
These are just three examples of the reported racial experiences that African American 
graduate students have had within their departments. It is important to note that some may 
argue whether these experiences are rightly labeled as "racism". However, W. I. Thomas 
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states, "Things are real if they are real in their consequences." Thus, if these students feel 
that these experiences are racist then they are viewed as that for this research. For the focus 
of this research is not on the validity of labeling racism, but on the behind the scenes 
negotiations that African Americans employ to heal themselves. The following paragraph 
will share some of their experiences around ISU' s campus. 
I asked the respondents about their experiences across ISU' s campus. Eight of the 
seventeen respondents indicated that they have experienced racism in either the library, 
recreational center, or registrars office. Three of the respondents indicated that they 
experienced racism in the library. Lisa recounted her experience with great frustration. 
Yes, I remember that experience quite well. I went to the circulation desk [in 
Parks Library] and asked if this book for class is in the process of being 
reshelved because the computer indicated that it was checked in, but it was not 
on the shelf. The student worker proceeded to explain to me how to use the 
on-line catalog. I tried to explain to him that I had already done that. He then 
continued his lecture. I finally said, excuse me but I have already looked on 
line for it. He interrupted me and said, 'That is what's wrong with you people 
now, you do not listen to others when they are trying to teach you something." 
I asked him what people was he referring to. Was he talking about students, 
or maybe older students, or was he talking about African Americans. Then he 
replied, "You know exactly what I am referring to and I am not scared to 
repeat myself." 
Only one respondent reported incidences of racism at the recreational center. C. J. recounts 
his experience as "more embarrassing then anything else." 
I go to the gym [Lied Recreational Center] every morning. And usually the 
same people work there. This one morning I went to the gym and the young 
lady was there, I left my ID at home. I explained to her what happened and 
she would not let me in. I said, "Come on, let me in you see me here every 
morning." She told me that she could not do that. I proceed to go in my bag 
to get out my keys, and lucky my ID was in the side pocket. Upon leaving out 
of the locker room, I saw two white guys come into the gym, and they told 
that same girl that they left their ID' s in their room. She let them in with no 
hassle. 
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Six respondents indicated that they have experience racial discrimination at the registrars 
office, which is the building where students register and take care of their financial aid. 
Elmo shares his experience as one administrator stereotyped all African Americans. Here is 
his story: 
I went to Alumni Hall to change my schedule. The lady at the desk looked up 
at me and asked me if I was a first generation student. I told her no. I was 
kinda surprised by the question, because it came out of no where. Anyway, 
then she stated, are you sure cause you can get certain types of benefits if you 
are. I asked her what type. She said nothing financial but you will qualify for 
special help with studying and counseling. I said, "Oh, I see but no I am not a 
first generational student." As I walking across campus reading my schedule, 
I noticed that she had marked me down for first generation. I went back and 
asked her to remove that check. She stated, "Well, it really doesn't matter if 
you are no one is going to ridicule you." I responded, "I would appreciate it if 
you would stop judging me because of my race and listen to me when I give 
you information about my family history." She responded, "No one brought 
up race, that is something that you said and not me." I asked her, "Why did 
you ask me that and insist that I was first generation when I told you that I 
wasn't?" She readily apologized and stated that she did not realize what she 
had done until I brought it to her attention. 
In addition to the aforementioned incidences of racism on ISU' s campus, seven respondents 
indicated that they experienced racial discrimination on other areas on campus. Three 
respondents stated that they experienced racism at the copy center, two respondents 
experienced racism on the campus bus shuttle and two others experienced racism in the 
campus bookstore. George shared his experience of racism in the campus bookstore. He 
described his experience as "teaching them a lesson that all black people do not steal." 
There were about four of us leaving out of the bookstore at the same time. I 
was the only black, the two were White and the other was an international 
student ... he looked Asian, but I am not sure. I don't think any of us knew one 
another, we just happened to be leaving at the same time. Anyway, the 
security bell went off to signify that someone had taken some merchandise 
without sending it through the cashier. When the sound went off, the man 
[ one of the bookstore workers] called for me to come back so he could check 
my bag. I knew that I had not taken anything, but he just automatically 
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assumed that the black guy was the thief. After he checked my bags and my 
person, he apologized. I informed him that the proper thing to have done in 
that situation was to call all of us back and not just the black. If he had done 
that he may have found the perpetrator. 
The data for this study give strong support through documented evidence that African 
American graduate students experience racial discrimination at ISU. Common to the 
literature, Whites use techniques to exhibit racist sentiments and African Americans 
experience racism throughout campus. Of the 1 7 respondents used for this study, 14 
admitted to having a racial discriminatory experience on campus. How do African 
Americans deal with these situations? Are they certain types of coping strategies that are in 
place for them to use? According to the sociological literature, African Americans do use 
certain types of coping strategies and they negotiate on a daily basis of how to handle racial 
problems. The next section of this chapter will focus on those coping strategies. 
Coping Strategies: Take those negatives and turn them into positives 
According to Feagin's 1991 study, African Americans employ five types of coping 
strategies when dealing with racial discrimination. Those coping strategies are careful 
assessment, withdrawal, resigned acceptance, verbal confrontation, and physical 
confrontation. The data collected for this thesis confirm that African Americans do utilize 
these strategies in dealing with racism on ISU' s campus. The following paragraphs will 
provide documented evidence of these findings. 
Feagin argues that African Americans often carefully evaluate situations based on 
past experiences. This may prevent them from jumping to conclusions and it reflects the 
hope that Whites' behavior is not based on race. Offensive acts not based on race are easier 
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to endure (Feagin 1991 ). Every one of the respondents indicated that they carefully assess 
situations before labeling them racist. Usually, they would say things like "I am not sure if 
that is what he meant" or "That was just my experience, I am not sure if that would happen to 
other African Americans." Debbie accounts an experience that she had in her department 
where she carefully assessed the situation to make sure that she was not over reacting. 
I was thinking to myself, I know that this lady is treating me differently. But 
is it really because of my race. Maybe she has a problem with people from 
the East Coast. But that couldn't be because one of my classmates is from 
Maryland. Then I thought well maybe she just has a hard time relating to 
women. But that could not be it either because half of the class is female. I 
honestly tried to give her the benefit of the doubt, but it has to be because I am 
African American. I hate to just make allegations like that, but that is the only 
rational explanation. 
There is also evidence of withdrawal by African American after being confronted with a 
racist situation. Two of the respondents indicated in that they withdrew from situations 
because of racial discrimination. Queen explained that she decided to withdraw in one of her 
classes when she was faced with the challenge of being constantly humiliated in her group. 
She tells her story as follows: 
It seems like everyday in class when I would make suggestions people would 
ignore me. I remember one time one of my classmates asked a question and I 
answered it. She had the audacity to turn to another one of our group 
members and re-asked her question. Of course, that person said that same 
thing that I did. Since that day, I just do my work by myself and if I have to 
participate in groups, I will say the bear minimum. What is the use of me 
saying anything if they are going to continue to second-guess me? 
Just like the first two coping strategies, resigned acceptance was also detected in the data. 
Three of the respondents indicated that they had utilized this coping strategy at some point. 
A good documented account for this is Tim's reluctance to accept the fact that one of his 
professors did not mean to label him, he just did not know any better. He states: 
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I remember one situation, where I was on a trip with my major professor. We 
were touring some inner cities in Chicago. He was about 10 feet in front of 
me talking to some of my peers [ white students] and I ran to catch up with 
him to ask him something. Without looking at me he stated something to the 
fact that this is the way they all live, those people just don't want to do for 
themselves. They need to get off their lazy black asses. Then he looked at me 
with a smirk on his face. When he realized that I was beside him, he was 
totally shocked. But, I know he did not mean it the way he said it. It was 
amusing that he thought I was one of my white peers. He probably would not 
have said that if he knew that I was standing beside him. 
There were many accounts of verbal confrontation within this data. All of the respondents 
who stated that they were confronted with racial discrimination indicated that they have 
utilized the coping strategy of verbal confrontation. Tasha tells of one her experiences when 
she confronted a person exhibiting racial discrimination to one of her students. She states: 
No, I just try ... even then I just try to take those negatives, tum them around 
and make them into a positive. I recall one incidence that did not happen to 
me, but to one of my students last year in Des Moines. Because she was a 
Native American, the lady refused to wait on her in Montgomery Ward. So, 
once she came to me concerning that incident, I then went into that store and 
spoke to management about that lady. Then I went back to the lady, and I 
probably should not have said anything, but I did make contact with her to let 
her know that that was not the appropriate way to treat anybody. Once again, 
it is about respect. 
None of the respondents recounted experiences where they use physical confrontation as a 
coping strategy. However, one respondent alluded to the fact that he wanted to use physical 
confrontation for one of his experiences. Carter states: 
When he called me a nigger I wanted to punch his lights out. But I did not do 
it cause I knew that I would be on my way to jail. But if that white boy ever 
step [ approach in a hostile manner] to me again I am not promising what I 
might do. However, I doubt it that ever happens because he knows how I feel 
about him. 
As depicted in the aforementioned examples, each of Feagin's coping strategies was 
practiced by African Americans on ISU's campus. Although each of the strategies was 
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crafted by the respondents for their unique expenences, I was able to conclude that the 
respondents' actions supported Feagin's argument. This information is important for this 
study because it demonstrates that African Americans have tools to help negotiate in a racist 
world. In addition, it gives credence to African Americans sense of agency in handling racial 
discrimination, a theme which will be discussed at length in the next chapter. The remainder 
of the chapter focuses on the behind the scenes type of negotiations that African Americans 
utilize to handle racism. 
Chapter Summary 
The objectives for this chapter were three-fold. The first section provides 
documented evidence of racial discrimination for African Americans on ISU' s campus. The 
second section highlights different types of racist actions experienced by members of my 
sample. The third section reviews some of the coping strategies that African Americans 
utilize and evidence from the data to substantiate this argument. Each section provided detail 
analysis of the data that I collected from my sample of respondents about their racial 
experiences at a white dominated university. The overarching argument is that African 
American experience racism in variant forms at a white dominated universities and of these 
experiences, they have found ways to cope with these racist situations. Like most 
sociological research, my focus so far has been on the quantification and categorization of 
the racist acts. In the next chapter, however, I examine the behind the scenes negotiation 





The longer I live the more I understand how our lives are lifted by what we 
believe is important ... Our diversity is important, it is interesting, it makes life 
more fun. What really matters is our common humanity. When we forget it, 
we suffer; when we remember it, we prosper. ---William Jefferson Clinton 
To this point, I have defined racism and given explicit examples of racist acts that 
African Americans students have experienced at a white dominated university. A serious 
problem with previous studies ( e.g. Kinder and Sears 1981; Mcconahay 1986; Pettigrew 
197 5; Sidanius, Devereux and Pratto 1991) is that they tend to categorize and document 
African Americans experiences with racism, but do not go any further with their analysis. 
There is a desperate need in the literature to have studies highlighting the behind the scenes 
negotiation processes of African Americans. These studies would provide understanding of 
the agency, solidarity, and social bonds that African Americans create in an effort to 
negotiate racism. I define behind the scenes negotiation as the distant (meaning away from 
the actual racist behavior) social processes that African Americans utilize to handle racism 
directed towards them. Behind the scenes negotiation processes provides a glance in the 
techniques that African Americans use to conquer racist hurdles, it provides an understanding 
of how African Americans view racist structures and how their social reality dictates 
negotiation strategies. The purpose of this chapter is to extend our understanding of racism 
by incorporating African American students' agency as they navigate at a white dominated 
university. 
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African Americans continue to matriculate in institutions of higher learning where 
they are considered the "minority" despite the hurdles such as those mentioned in Chapter 
IV. How do they learn to prevail over these obstacles? What strategies do they employ to 
fight against racist structures? How do they perceive their social reality? These questions 
have serious implications for sociological literature in that it can provide an avenue of 
understanding that has yet to be studied. My purpose in this study is to examine the behind 
the scenes negotiations processes that African Americans employ while matriculating 
through a white dominated institution. 
Behind the Scenes Negotiations: You just learn how to deal with it. 
African Americans utilize behind the scenes negotiations to navigate their way 
through an environment or system that is not conducive to their cultural needs or is 
oppressive. An analysis of the data for this project suggests that there are many behind the 
scenes negotiations techniques that African Americans employ when confronted with a racist 
situation. These negotiation processes come with problems---one most prevalent is defining 
a person's intent. Some sociological research suggests that a racist situation cannot be 
deemed as unless you can demonstrate a person's racist intent (Kinder and Sears 1986, 
Klein penning and Hagendoorn 1993, and Garcia 1997). While defining a person's intent is 
very difficult, the scope of this research is not limited to people's intent. A person's intent 
may or may not be racist; however, the impact for African Americans is the same regardless 
of the offender's intent (Feagin 1991). Thus, the on-going debate about intent versus impact 
is not applicable for this thesis. However, the question of what strategies do African 
Americans utilize to handle racist situations remains. I am interested in the responses by 
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African Americans to racist incidents. A careful analysis of the data indicates there are three 
major areas of behind the scenes negotiation strategies that African American employ while 
matriculating through a white dominated university. They are religion, community, and 
education. This chapter details analysis and explanations of how African Americans draw 
strength from these areas when faced with racism at a white dominated university. 
The Power of Religion: It's praying time 
Throughout history, African Americans have depended on the strength and resources 
of the black church to conquer many social injustices. Often the black church is the central 
institution in a community that is isolated from the larger society. The social relationships 
emanating from the church and associated with religion may be an important source of black 
self-esteem, just as they are a source of psychological well being (Hughes and Demo 1989). 
Today the black church is not as powerful or active as it once was (Morris 1982). However, 
sources of black-esteem that originated in the black church are still present (Demo and 
Hughes 1989). The data gathered for this project indicates that African American students at 
white dominated universities utilize the power of religion to get them through their collegiate 
experience. Many of the respondents in my sample showed that the power of religion is 
exhibited in three ways: by faith, sense of ownership by God, and prayer. 
Webster's dictionary defines faith as "belief and trust in and loyalty to God" (Webster 
1989:446). The Holy Bible refers to faith as "the substance of things hoped for and the 
evidence of things not seen" (Holy Bible 1989: 159). Often the idea of faith implies a 
benevolent paternalism belief in God that he will take care of "his children" and will punish 
those who mistreat "his children." Thus, many of the respondents in the sample quoted a 
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bible verse that reads, "Vengeance is mine sayeth the Lord." By drawing on the power of 
religion expressed by faith, African Americans are able to find strength to negotiate at white 
dominated universities. 
Many African American students in my sample view the challenges of racism at 
white dominated universities as a battle between good and evil. As one respondent, John 
James, put it, "I have to understand that racism is a demonic spirit that has many ways of 
disguising itself. The key is to turn it over to God and allow him to deal with it." Here the 
respondent is exhibiting his faith that God shall prevail over this "evil thing." This provides 
an inner peace for African Americans that allow them to believe that they do not have to deal 
with all racist situations. Allowing God to handle or fight racism frees them up to 
concentrate on their academic success. Faith also provides them with the assurance that in 
due time God will punish evil. This belief is not necessarily a sign of passiveness. My 
sample suggests that African American students have a strong belief that the battle between 
good and evil is actually a battle between God and the devil. This was indicated by 
statements from the sample like, "That ain't nothing but the devil" or, "People [racists] like 
that ... you just have to love the devil out of them." African American students in the sample 
also indicated that they sometimes respond to racist situations by waiting for God's 
intervention. Many of the respondents felt that God provides the proper punishment for 
racist people. An example of this is that some of the respondents quoted the bible phrase, 
"Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord." They internalize this to mean that God will punish 
those who do evil things and racism is evil. This assures African American students that 
even if they do not see the punishment handed down by God, it will happen. 
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Faith in the power of religion may minimize the need/desire of African Americans to 
retaliate against racist people. In addition, it allows African Americans to negotiate between 
punishing the oppressor or waiting for God's intervention. As another respondent, Lisa, 
noted, "There have been times when I wanted to just smack a white racist in their mouth. 
But, I just held my cool cause I know that God will get them. And my punishment can never 
be as harsh as his." Lisa's statement illustrates the behind the scenes negotiation process and 
her rationale for her deciding not to actively pursue retaliation. Another element provided by 
the power of religion is a "sense of ownership by God." 
African Americans also use behind the scenes negotiation strategies to feel less 
alienated on white dominated college campuses and to create a sense belonging. In a 1994 
study, Louis and Turner found that racial experiences have lead to feelings of otherness or 
feelings of not belonging for African Americans at white dominated universities. Some 
sociologists refer to these feelings as the "recognition to capture the importance of human 
invisibility" (Feain, Vera, and Imani 1996:14). Ralph Ellis suggests, 
being forced into invisibility is an insidious denial of all that makes us human 
and equal. The failure to recognize someone else indicates a serious lack of 
respect and implies, for the misrecognized, a loss of face, and a denial of a 
place in the social world (1989:3). 
Sociologists have studied this sense of alienation by using the social dominance theory. The 
social dominance theory assumes that human societies tend to be structured as group-based 
social hierarchies and dominant groups enjoy disproportionate amount of power, status, and 
economic privilege relative to subordinate groups (Sears, Hetts, Sidanius, and Bobo 2000). 
Persons in the subordinate groups often feel alienated, not because of an undeserving status, 
but because they are made to feel like an outsider to the dominant group (Wilson 1999). 
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Jackman (1996) also studied the social dominance theory as it relates to racial inequality in 
higher education. She argues: 
Higher education does not increase racial tolerance. It simply makes Whites 
more aware of their interests and more invested in maintaining their 
privileges. So more education only provides them with the ability to construct 
a superficial fa9ade of commitment to equality, masking their underlying 
resistance to any real change. Thus, educated Whites present themselves as 
unprejudiced without having to do anything that would jeopardize their 
political, social, and economic dominance over Blacks. 
Whether referring to these feelings as alienation, otherness, invisibility, or the social 
dominance theory the respondents in my sample indicated that they experience feelings of 
not belonging. 
To minimize these feelings of otherness, African Americans seek for ownership by 
God. My sample shows that African American students repeatedly stated that they are the 
"children of God." Phrases such as "as a child of God," or "God loves his children," or "I am 
a child of God" shows the sense of ownership that African Americans seek from God. They 
believe that their relationship with God is sacred and special. This relation is similar to the 
relationship of a parent who watches over and protects their children. When I inquired how 
this belief came to be, most of the responses were connected to their ancestry. For example, 
Darin notes, "It [his faith and religion] was good enough for my grandmother and it is good 
enough for me." 
In addition, this sense of belonging gives African Americans a sense of comfort on a 
predominantly white university campus. Alienation is minimized through the belief that God 
is omnipotent, and he is the creator of all things. Consequently, if African Americans believe 
that they are children of God, then they are the children of the creator. Therefore, they have 
just as much right to be at this university as any other ethnic group. This belief helps African 
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Americans to negotiate their presence and instills the values that they are just as worthy and 
reduces the feelings of otherness. 
The final negotiation strategy relating to religion is prayer. Prayer, for this study, 
refers to a one to one conversation with God. Every respondent in my sample indicated that 
prayer is the number one way they deal with racism at a white dominated university. One 
respondent, Rueben, stated, "In this society you have to stay prayed up. If you don't, you 
will fall in an abyss. Racism is too prevalent on this campus not to stay prayed up." Also, 
prayer is the link between faith and sense of belonging to God. 
Prayer is an important behind the scenes negotiation strategy in that it may provide an 
inner peace for African Americans in an environment where they are considered and treated 
as minorities. The word "minority" carries a negative connotation for African American 
students at white dominated universities. For them, minority means to be subordinate, 
disadvantaged or not as good as the majority. As one respondent in my sample, Imani, 
stated, "I hate the word minority. Besides if you counted up all the people of color in this 
nation, you would fine that Whites are in the minority." Another respondent echoed her 
sentiments. Omar stated, "I don't know why we call ourselves or we allow others to call us 
minorities. We are not minor by any stretch of the imagination." Prayer is one way to 
remind African Americans that they are not a minority. A careful analysis of the data reveals 
that prayer provides comfort or inner peace at a white dominated university in four major 
ways. To many respondents, prayer enforces the belief that someone is always listening and 
understands one's pain, joys, troubles, and accomplishments. For example, Gwen stated, 
"That is what is so good about God; he knows what you are going through. And he is always 
awake. I can always, always call on him and he will be there every time." For some, prayer 
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sends out a spiritual protection to loved ones that are far away. Queen provides an example 
when she stated, "Coming here from the California I felt so lonely. I especially felt bad 
when my father was hospitalized and I could not be there for him. I just prayed to God that 
he will take care of my dad. And he did." For others, prayer allows African Americans to 
make requests of God to do things they cannot. John James, for example, stated, "My wife 
and I lost our first baby. She fell into a deep depression for about two months. I honestly did 
not think that our marriage was going to make it. Then I just prayed to God and ask him to 
fix it. Today we have a six month old son and our marriage is wonderful." Most relevant to 
this study, prayer provides a refuge from hostility. Randy, for example, stated that prayer 
saved him from a physical confrontation one day. "That day that lady called me a nigger. I 
wanted to reach up and smack the taste out of her mouth. But I just closed my eyes and said 
a brief prayer. Then I requested to speak to the manager." In doing so, Randy avoided a 
potentially hostile situation. This experience in tum, may help heal him because he was able 
to resolve the situation by talking to the manager. 
For many African Americans prayer is a healing process. It heals them from the 
brutality of racism. They believe that racism is an evil spirit that can be defeated with a 
loving spirit. Prayer is a way to put that loving spirit against the evil. As Chris states, 
You can catch more flies with honey and you can save more souls with love 
(slight laugher). It sounds corny [ridiculous] but it is so true. I know prayer 
have saved me many days. Let me tell you a quick story. At one point in my 
life I was out in the world having a blast. God and prayer was the last thing 
on my mind. One night I had an accident ... of course I had been drinking. 
When I went back a few days later to see my car. I thanked the Lord that I got 
out alive. The way that car looked, no one should have survived. I told my 
grandmother about it. And she said, 'You see boy, prayer will save you every 
time.' I responded to her with skepticism because at that time God and prayer 
were not on my priority list. My grandmother looked me in my eyes and said, 
'Baby I was praying for you and that is what brought you out of that wreck. It 
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wasn't luck, it was God!' At that moment, I knew it was praying time. And I 
have been praying every since. 
This quote symbolizes the belief in the power of prayer that African American students have. 
Prayer for them is more than just a talk with God, it is a healing and strengthening process 
against racism. 
Racism is still prevalent at white dominated universities (Feagin, Vera, Imani 1996; 
Louis and Turner 1994), yet African Americans have found ways to deal with it through 
behind the scenes negotiations. The power of religion plays an important role in the 
negotiation process. My sample of respondents indicates that African American students at 
white dominated universities may utilize this power to get them through their collegiate 
experience. Many of the respondents identified three ways that power is exerted: by faith, 
sense of ownership by God, and prayer. Past research has suggested that African Americans 
use religion as a negotiating tool because the progress of African American social justices 
have been closely linked to the church (Morris, 1982). My sample did not give strong 
support to this finding, nor does it deny the connection. However, my sample did support the 
fact that African American students do rely on the power of religion when matriculating at a 
white dominated university. After carefully reviewing the data, I found that many of the 
respondents explicitly used religion as a negotiating tool. Often there was not a lot of 
thought and energy given to a racist encounter. Instead, beliefs in religion shaped the 
reaction of African American students as if they knew that the offender would be punished 
by God. For example, Omar was very upset when he was called a nigger. Instead of lashing 
out in anger, he instinctively turned to the power of religion by stating, "God will take care of 
him." Time and time again the power of religion surfaced when talking about racism at a 
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white dominated university. However, according to my sample, religion was not the only 
negotiating strategy that was used. Another way that African Americans deal with racism is 
through community solidarity. 
Community Solidarity: Isn't it great that we all can get along 
Hughes and Demo (1989:132) found that African Americans' personal self-esteem is 
most strongly influenced by microsocial relations with family, friends, and community. My 
data concur with these findings. Many of the African American students hail from different 
regions of the United States leaving behind their family and, in many cases, the only sources 
of social support they have known. They are then transplanted in an environment that is not 
conducive to their cultural, individual, and spiritual needs. The way that they handle this is 
by creating new social networks. Many times racism intercepts their ability to create social 
bonds across ethnic boundaries; therefore, they are channeled to create networks within their 
own ethnic groups (Louis and Turner 1994 ). This new community serves as important social 
roles for African American students at white dominated universities when dealing with 
racism. All of the respondents made reference to the fact that the black community helps 
them to combat racism at a white dominated university. There are two main services that the 
community provides for African American students: empowerment and networking. 
Empowerment refers to the process of legitimating a person's or group's sense of 
power or agency. The data from my sample show that African American students are 
constantly looking for sources of empowerment. There is a connection between their 
experiences with racism and their desire to be empowered. Racism, according the 
respondents, is an everyday occurrence at white dominated institutions. Whether it is as 
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pervasive as being called a nigger or as subtle as being told to take first generational status, 
thereby securing special academic assistance, experiences with racism resonate every day for 
African American students. Day after day of confronting racism can lessen the students self-
esteem and in some cases makes them question whether or not they belong in this 
environment (Louis and Turner 1994). African American students are surrounded by racist 
ideology that bombards them with messages suggesting that they are inferior (Feagin, Vera, 
Imani 1996). 
This racist ideology prejudges African American students on the basis of skin color 
rather than merit. For example, several of the male respondents reported incidents when 
Whites assumed they were athletes. Even after they explained that they were in college for 
academics only, Whites would continue to probed with questions such as: Well, did you 
used to play football? or Did you get cut from the team or something? Another example of 
racist ideology is the assumption that African American students are here solely due to 
affirmative action policies. This assumption causes African American students to be 
stigmatized that they are a charity case and not qualified to be competing on the collegiate 
level (Garcia, 1997). What is interesting about this assumption is that most white dominated 
universities do not have affirmative action policies for admissions (Garcia 1997). For 
example, ISU has an affirmative action office that works to recruit more minority faculty and 
staff; however there are no affirmative action initiatives for recruiting students of color. 
Racist ideas and beliefs are often exhibited at white dominated universities and 
African Americans develop strategies to handle these types of situations. Chris was surprised 
when he was confronted with this ideology on his first day at this white dominated 
university. He recounts his experience: 
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This first day that I got here I went to my office, just to check things out and 
get acclimated with the new environment. When this professor walked up to 
me and asked me if he could help me. I told him no, and that I was just going 
to the office. He then said, 'Are you looking for the MSA office.' I had no 
idea what MSA was. I asked him what was that he said, 'That is the office for 
minority students and that office is across the campus.' I was so stunned I did 
not know what to do. I just turned and walked away. At that point, I knew 
what I was in for on this campus. 
Although it is very plausible that the professor was trying to help Chris, what he did was 
questioned Chris's authenticity in being in that particular department. As African American 
students continue to have these experiences, they may deteriorate in this academic 
environment. But there is hope in community solidarity. 
The African American community was supportive of African American students at 
this white dominated university. As evidenced by a strong group solidarity enabling African 
American students to heal from racist encounters. This solidarity also empowers the 
students. Empowerment is bestowed by verbal and non-verbal communications. For the 
verbal communications, it can be something as simple as a "stay strong black man" sentiment 
or something as serious and complex as a long conversation about how history perpetuates 
racism. African American students find it very empowering to converse with one another 
about matriculating at a white dominated university. The respondents in my sample show 
that there is no set way to dialogue with one another, it can be in an informal or a formal 
setting. Sometimes just a brief conversation walking across campus uplifts their spirits. 
Gwen illustrated this with one her experiences. 
I always greet people with a smile. This one day this other black woman 
looked like she had a bad day. So, I walked across campus with her just 
having small talk. When we got to our location, I turned to walk back. She 
asked me where I was going. I told her back across campus. Then she asked 
me did I come all the way over here just to walk with her. I told her yes cause 
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she looked like she could have used the company. Today we are the best of 
friends. 
Connecting with one another is a method that most African Americans in my sample used to 
heal from a racial experience whether it be verbal or nonverbal. 
Non-verbal communications can be just as empowering as verbal communications. 
Although non-verbal communication may seem less personal and distant, some African 
Americans view it as more intimate or meaningful than actual spoken words. Maybe it is a 
nodding of the head, winking of the eye, pat on the back or the gesture of the black power 
sign ( or the fist of fury) that empowers them. Many times it is just a simple smile that makes 
their problems seem surmountable. One respondent, Cookie, illustrates this with one of her 
expenences. 
Some days are just harder than others. I remember one day in particular. I 
had just gotten out of class and this white boy made a racist comment about 
all African Americans being criminals. I was very upset and I guess it showed 
on my face. As I was walking across campus, this black guy was walking 
towards me. And just as we were about to pass one another he gave me a 
wink and a smile. It just seems as if he knew what I was going through. At 
that second, I just felt like I was not alone anymore. I felt like everything will 
be okay, but I just have to hang in there. 
As the previous quote indicates, African Americans utilize empowerment from others as a 
tool of strength to help them to deal with racism. For many African American students at 
white dominated universities a wink or a smile minimizes a sense of alienation or otherness, 
thus, empowering them to continue to navigate through these institutions. They also utilize 
other empowerment strategies to help them negotiate against racism, for example, guidance. 
Guidance is an important service that the African American community provides to 
the students. By guidance, I am referring to the mentoring relationship between African 
American faculty and students. My data indicate relationship between the African American 
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faculty and staff that is instrumental in helping the students matriculate through this white 
dominated institution. African American faculty provide guidance in two different areas: 
social and academic. Socially, African American students look towards the African 
American faculty to help them understand and learn how to deal with racism at a white 
dominated university outside of the academic milieu. For example, some African American 
students have never been in a social climate with Whites before, for example, dinner at a 
white professor's house. Some of these students learn how to deal with this new situation by 
consulting with African American faculty. George recounted his first experience being 
invited to his professor's house and how he got guidance from an African American faculty 
person. 
I remember my first semester here and I was invited to a dinner at my 
professor's house. I thought something was wrong. I honestly thought that he 
was going to make sexual advances at me or something. And then when I 
found out that other students were going, I really thought something kinky 
was going to happen (laughing). I was so nervous I talked to Dr. Casey 
[pseudonym]. He kinda laughed at me cause he knew that I was really 
concerned. Then he explained that this was nothing unusual and to go just be 
myself and have fun. The following Monday, I reported to him that 
everything went smoothly and I was not raped (laughter). 
This jovial exchange illustrates the mentor relationship that the student had built with the 
faculty member. This mentoring relationship helped him to negotiate an unfamiliar 
circumstance. The importance of understanding the social dynamics was essential to his 
decision making process. If he did not have the guidance of an experienced African 
American, he might not have gone to his professor's house which may have inadvertently 
lead to a miss opportunity for his academic development. African American faculty 
guidance is socially very important for African American students at a white dominated 
university. Academic guidance is equally important. 
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Academically, the respondents in my sample indicated that the African American 
faculty are very instrumental in their development. The students understand or believe that 
African American faculty had to go through similar circumstances that they are presently 
facing. Thus, the students carry the notion that if African American faculty are successful 
then they have mastered their negotiation techniques. There is a lot that African American 
students that can learn from African American faculty and according to my sample, most 
African American faculty voluntarily mentor students for that reason. Most of the 
respondents reported that African American faculty mentor them in their academics. 
Usually, these mentoring strategies consist of reading papers, tutoring, helping with 
presentations, and sometimes just encouraging them not to give up. Outside of the usual 
mentoring roles in helping them matriculate through the university, the faculty also mentor 
them on how to resolve racial situations in the classroom. Reuben shared one of his 
experiences with dealing with a racist situation in class and how instrumental his African 
American faculty mentor was in resolving this conflict. 
.. .It was a strange situation because I thought I heard him [the professor] say 
that African Americans are thieves anyway. After class I asked one of my 
white peers is that what he said. And she assured me that is what he said. I 
did not confront the professor cause, to be quite honest, I was not listening 
that closely cause I was getting my books together. I was very disturbed. I 
asked Dr. Jet [pseudonym] what should I do. She advised me to question the 
professor about it. But I just couldn't do that cause I was not sure in what 
context he meant it in. I was also concerned that if I questioned him, he 
would retaliate against me by lowering my final grade in the class. Dr. Jet set 
an appointment with the three of us. The professor not only apologized to me, 
but he made a public apology to the entire class. I felt so much better cause I 
needed to get that off of my chest so I could concentrate for the remainder of 
the semester. 
Guidance is an important service that the African American community provide. This 
service is implemented by African American faculty serving as role model for the students 
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socially and academically. The community provides another service that is prominent in the 
sample, networking. 
The data indicate that networks are very important for behind the scenes negotiations. 
African Americans continually use networks to alter racist structures and to handle racist 
situations. Formal organizations are the most frequently mentioned way for African 
Americans to network and all of the respondents indicated that they belong to at least one 
formal organization. African American students often get together to discuss personal 
experiences that happened to them at formal gatherings, such as the Black Student Alliance 
(BSA), Black Graduate Student Association (BGSA), and Minorities in Agriculture Natural 
Resources and Related Sciences (MANRRS). Although these organizations were not 
designed to eradicate racism on college campuses, they often provide leadership and 
resources to enhance the African American experiences by challenging racial structures and 
highlighting racism on campus. The respondents often found these organizations to be a safe 
haven from racism. These social settings are instrumental because they surround students 
with positive images of successful African Americans who have had similar experiences 
when they were in college. Here African American students can learn new negotiation 
strategies to matriculate through this white dominated university. In addition, these 
organizations provide opportunities for African Americans that they may not otherwise have. 
Because African Americans are so few in numbers on this white dominated university, they 
can easily be overlooked for employment and/or other opportunities. These formal 
organizations make sure that African American students are kept informed by establishing a 
sense of community for them. One respondent, John, shared one of his experiences with 
networking in formal organizations. 
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I have been a member of MANRRS for three years. As a matter of fact, I got 
recruited to come here through MANRRS. It's cool being a part of MANRRS 
cause you get to go to national conferences where you can meet people from 
across the country. Often times at other conferences, you get lost in the 
shuffle, but at MANRRS everyone is equally important. As a matter of fact, 
one of my friends got hired to work for Targill [pseudonym for a nutrition 
company] through MANRRS. I am hoping for a similar experience. 
Formal organizations are very important for African Americans to network on white 
dominated campuses, and informal organizations are just as valuable. 
Informal organizations are also valuable resources for the African American 
community on ISU' s campus. Informal organizations are used as social groups. They 
usually consist of peers. These groups provide the students with social support and 
understanding. African Americans rely on these groups to motivate them in their studies as 
well as help them get through racial problems. One respondent, George, stated that his 
relationship is so good with his peers that he is able to call them anytime he wants to, even 
three o'clock in the morning. These groups also serve as stress releasers. Because there are 
no social clubs that play black cultural music (Blues, Jazz, R&B and Hip Hop) or restaurants 
that cook traditional meals for African Americans, they often have social gatherings in each 
other's homes. Sometimes these gatherings consist of a soul food dinner, sometimes it is 
music and dancing, and other times it is just a get together to play cards or do some other 
type of unstructured activity. 
These informal networks also serve as a helping service. For example, when a new 
African American student arrives in town, members of the community contact them to make 
sure that they are adjusting well and offer their assistance. Because the African American 
population is so small, it is easy to find out when a new student has arrived, usually people 
within the department will inform the GMAP (Graduate Minority Assistant Program) office. 
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Then a representative out of the GMAP office will set the new student up with an African 
American peer mentor. One respondent, Tasha, was surprised how friendly and 
accommodating the African American community was when she got here. She states: 
I drove 13 hours from the south to get here. When I got here, I looked around 
and said to myself, 'I have lost my mind.' I felt like I was in the middle of 
nowhere with a sign on my forehead that said 'Beware ... Strange black 
woman is here.' As I was settling into my apartment I got a call from a 
member of the local black church welcoming me to Ames. She came over to 
my house, helped me set up, and then showed me around campus and the city. 
Now, every time I hear that a new African American is in town, I make it my 
business to extend the same type of hospitality to them. Isn't it great that we 
all can just get along? 
Informal organizations reinforce community solidarity for African American students 
by providing social support that help them negotiate at a white dominated university. 
The community continues to be a resource for African American students through 
empowerment and networking. Most of the African American students in may sample have 
such strong bonds with the community that help to fill the social void that was opened when 
the students left their families. In many instances, their family and friends were the only 
support systems they have known before coming to college. Family and friends were the 
system that encouraged, empowered, provided, and loved them. Suddenly they are expected 
to survive and matriculate in an environment that is not only unnurturing, but also not 
conducive to their cultural needs. Many of the students in my sample stated that they have 
never been in an environment that consistently displayed racism. As Tim indicated, "When I 
first got here I felt like I had stepped back ten years. I never knew that there were still people 
around who held those old racist sentiments. I never had to deal with this shit before, and I 
mean never." The African American community becomes a support system for African 
American students, and in some instances, the community becomes their sole supporter. 
67 
Whether it is through altering racist structures or dealing with racism head on, that support is 
unwavering. Education is another behind the scene strategy that is unwavering for African 
Americans at a white dominate university. 
Educating Others: Each one should teach one 
Receiving a formal education continues to be the number one vehicle to assure 
Americans of excellent life chances (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 1998). African Americans 
come to institutions of higher learning expecting to receive an education that will propel 
them to a higher rung in society. Often they are faced with an awakening that they are in the 
position to teach just as much to learn. At white dominated universities, African American 
culture is often viewed as different by the majority of the population. This realization may 
stigmatize and alienate African American students again making them feel as if they do not 
belong (Louis and Turner 1994). To fight back against these obstacles they often learn ways 
to better educate themselves as well as others. In this section of the discussion chapter, I 
examine the education processes as a behind the scenes negotiation process that African 
Americans learn inside as well as outside of academics. I will do this by presenting the 
argument that African Americans educate others about their culture and ethnic ideologies on 
a day-to-day basis. Then I will present the argument that African American students educate 
each other about how to deal with racism at a white dominated university. 
My data show that African Americans are often placed in positions where they are 
teaching instead of learning at white dominated universities. This type of educating goes on 
in and outside of the classrooms. Often African Americans are called out in class to speak on 
behalf of their race. They are asked questions like, for example, one of Ebony's (another 
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respondent in my sample) teachers asked her what do African Americans feel about the Bill 
Clinton and Monica Lewinsky scandal. Suddenly this student, who may have no formal or 
practical knowledge about this subject, is forced to speak for their entire race. Often this 
brings an unnecessary burden of being a spokesperson for African Americans. On the other 
hand, if an African American student offers an opinion about a particular subject, they may 
get a response of "so that is how black people think." This categorization often devalues or 
over-values the student's contribution to the class. It also exhibits the racist ideology that all 
black people think the same way. As one respondent, Chris, argues, "They act like we are 
trained animals. If one dog reacts in a certain way then all dogs would react that way. Why 
can't they understand that we are a diverse group of people with very different ideas and 
opinions?" 
Sometimes African Americans voluntarily educate people as a behind the scenes 
strategy against racism. The majority of the respondents stated that they attempt to educate 
people when they make racist comments or do a racist act in an effort to prevent that 
experience from happening again. Tasha, a respondent, says it best: 
Umm, you feel bad about them because ... it is not bad in the sense that I did 
anything wrong to them, but angry with those individuals. What I found here 
in Iowa a lot of it tends to be a lack of knowledge or ignorance towards my 
race and other minorities. These small towns do not have African Americans. 
They assume what they see portrayed by the media refers to all African 
Americans. So, I spend quite a bit of my time trying to educate White 
Americans on African Americans. From time to time you do get tired of 
being a spokesperson for your whole race. But as a duty, I must try to teach 
them. 
For many African Americans educating people who have exhibited racism is a 
healing process. It is healing because they are given the opportunity to confront the offender. 
By confronting the offender, the students feel like they are taking back the power that racism 
69 
tends to take from them. In addition, confronting the offender may curb their behavior in the 
future. This is very important because these students feel strongly that if they correct racial 
problems now, African Americans who come behind them will not have to deal with that 
specific behavior. Christ notes, 
It was hard. It was hard because the first reaction is to get angry and to snap 
on them. But you have to understand if I just snap on them, I am not teaching 
them. And I am thinking about the people coming after me. If I go ahead and 
try to get this problem resolved now, maybe the next person will not have to 
go through it. So, I am thinking about the people coming after me. So, I think 
it is my duty to teach these people. And the way I did it ... that is what kept me 
having a level head. Cause I don't want no body else go through the same 
thing that I went through in my department. 
Educating others is an exhausting job and African American students at a white dominated 
university feel like it is a twenty-four hour shift; you are always on call. The respondents in 
the sample indicated that sometimes when they least expect it they are confronted with a 
racist situation that demands their attention. African American students never know when 
someone will do or say something that may be considered racist and the teaching begins. 
African American students feel like it is their responsibility to educate the offenders. 
They feel that if they do not take the opportunity to educate, then no one will and the racist 
behaviors will continue. However, this responsibility comes with benefits. African 
Americans gain a sense of empowerment when educating the offender. They feel better 
about themselves and their race. One respondent, Randy, noted that when he does not take 
the opportunity to acknowledge racism he feels as if he is back in the 1950's when African 
Americans were not allowed to confront white racists. They had to bow their heads in shame 
when they were discriminated against. African Americans can now face offenders and state 
their objections without fearing for their lives. Confrontation is a benefit that most African 
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Americans in the sample believe to be their right and has been paid for by the blood of their 
ancestries. Debbie, for example, explains, "I have the right to say whatever I want to. Now, 
they do not have to agree with me, but they also can't imprison me like they did so many of 
us back in the day." Elmo, on the other hand, feels that confrontation is important so the 
behavior will be curbed and a bigger problem will not emerge. Elmo states: 
Well, I am going to be totally honest with you. I am one who believes in 
educating people about racism, but probably not for the reasons you think. I 
try to educate people about racism cause I don't want them to piss me off so 
bad that I might react in a very negative way ... if you know what I mean. 
The other side of educating is for African Americans to educate other African 
Americans about how to deal with racism. African Americans have been educating one 
another since 19th Century slavery (DuBois 1903, Washington 1963). In slavery times, 
African Americans often taught each other how to interact with white people in order to 
matriculate through a racist society (Washington 1963). This understanding is referred to as 
collective memory. Feagin, Vear, and Imani describe collective memory as: 
Through interpersonal communication and cultural definition, the memories 
of times past are made into collective goods that are shared and contested 
across human groups. To have substantial power in society is to control the 
important memories and histories that are recorded in some form, such as in 
books or the mass media. 
Even then, negotiation strategies were crucial for their survival. Many African American 
students are faced with the same challenges of educating one another, but in a different way, 
yet, nonetheless important. According to the sample, African American students feel that it 
is their responsibility to make sure that other African American students are equipped with 
the education to handle racism. They accomplish this by sharing their experiences no matter 
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how painful they are. By sharing their experiences, African Americans hope to prevent 
others from having similar experiences. One respondent, Gwen, says it best: 
All races have to learn how to live together in this country. So, I do my part 
and try to educate as many people as possible about race relations. And yes, I 
have been discriminated against, and yes that did make me angry, and yes I 
was hurt and no I have not gotten over it yet. But I still try to focus on the 
greater good. 
I: And what is that greater good? 
R: All people coming together as one ... one love, no more racism. Damn, 
I sound like a cross between Janet Jackson and Bob Marley. But honestly that 
is how I feel, we have to start educating one another. Each one should teach 
one. 
Indeed, life circumstances for African Americans have changed for the better, but 
there is still a need to continue for African Americans to educate one another. Each 
one must teach one is a theme that the respondents often referred to. However, they 
also noted that their obligation to teach about racism extends beyond educating other 
African Americans. They teach offenders as well. 
As several of my respondents indicated, the teaching never stops, "you are on call 24-
hours a day." The respondents in my sample stated that African Americans feel that 
educating offenders is their responsibility because they are the ones who are feeling the pain 
and they are the ones who want to stop the behavior. However, a close analysis of my data 
reveals that this feeling of responsibility is not necessarily a need for them to educate the 
offender, yet a there is a sense of obligation to educate the offender. "If I don't do it 
[educate] who will?" This phrase constantly appears when explaining African Americans' 
obligation to educate offenders. 
Another key point was the idea of "building bridges." African Americans often 
educate themselves about racism in effort to minimize the effects of and/or to curb racist 
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behaviors. As my data shows, these efforts go beyond benefiting themselves to advantaging 
the next generation. African American students feel that if they help correct some of the 
racist ideologies and structures now, the next set of African American students who attend a 
white dominated university may not have the same or similar racial experiences. The most 
common approach that African American students use to educate each other is by sharing 
experiences. They also feel that education is a two way street. When the offenders start 
changing or listening then progress of healing can and will really begin. 
Chapter Summary 
In this chapter, I discussed the behind the scenes negotiations that fall in three areas: 
the power of religion, community solidarity, and educating others. My data show that each 
of these areas offer support to African American students to help them matriculate through a 
white dominated university. The power of religion offers inner peace through faith in God, a 
sense of ownership by God, and prayer. Community solidarity also provides support for 
African American students by empowerment and networking. In addition, education offers 
support by educating others about how African Americans handle racism at a white 
dominated university, as well as by educating offenders about African American culture and 
ethnic ideologies. 
These behind the scenes negotiations are essential to this study because it shows that 
African American students employ strategies to deal with racist encounters at white 
dominated universities. In doing so, they are exercising agency. Hughes and Demo argue 
that African Americans self-esteem and self-efficacy is lessened by racist experiences. My 
data indicates just the opposite for African American students; although, they are continually 
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placed in a position where they have to battle against racism at white dominated universities. 
I will argue in the Discussion Chapter that because African American students do employ 
behind the scenes negotiation strategies, their self-esteem and self-efficacy is not necessarily 
lessened but may actually be increased. I will further argue that while battling racism is a 





I am an invisible man. No, I am not spook like those who haunted Edgar 
Allen Poe; nor am I one of your Hollywood movie ectoplasms. I am a man of 
substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids and I might even be said to 
possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to 
see me. ----Ralph Ellison 
At the onset of this thesis, I stated that my objectives were to answer the following 
questions. First, how do African Americans respond to racial discrimination? Next, what 
strategies do they use to navigate through potentially racist environments? Then, how are 
these strategies useful? Finally, to what extent do they rely on and contribute to the overall 
agency of African Americans? In this chapter, I will revisit these questions and provide 
answers according to the data that was collected for this thesis. 
In previous chapters, I illustrated how African American students at ISU experience a 
wide range of racism at a white dominated university. These experiences are often classified 
in two broad categories of racism, traditional and modem. Traditional racism is the belief 
that certain races are biologically inferior to another, which usually involves hating someone 
because of his or her race. Modem racism assumes that Whites exhibit hatred against 
minority ethnic groups because they perceive racial discrimination as a thing of the past, and 
minorities are pushing too hard in making illegitimate demands, and/or that they are 
receiving undeserved sympathy and benefits. I, also, enumerated African American students' 
experiences by giving personal accounts from several respondents from my sample collected 
for this thesis. Going beyond the normal categorizations and quantifications of racist actions, 
I uncovered key strategies that African Americans students employed to navigate their way 
through a racist environment. I call these strategies behind the scenes negotiations. I argue 
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that African American students utilize these behind the scenes negotiations in the areas of 
community, religion and education to express their agency and to manage their racists 
encounters. 
In this concluding chapter, I will first revisit my argument that African Americans 
employ necessary behind the scenes negotiation strategies to handle racist situations. Next, I 
will discuss the strengths and weaknesses of my research. I will conclude this thesis with the 
contributions that I hope my research will make to the sociological literature, and suggestions 
for future sociological research on African American students at white dominated 
universities. 
Negotiation Strategies: Thanks I need this 
In preceding chapters, I illustrated that African American students encounter racism 
on a daily basis at ISU. Drawing from a sample of 17 African American graduate students at 
ISU, I learned that their experiences with racism are not a new phenomenon by far. In fact, 
many of the respondents were happy to have the opportunity to express hurt and bottled up 
feelings that they have had since being at a white dominated university. One student, Imani, 
shared her feelings about this project. 
I am so glad that you are doing this project. You know I don't get a chance to 
really talk about how I feel. People often look at me and think that because I 
am quiet by nature, that I don't have anything to say. But I do. Most of the 
time people just don't want to give me the opportunity to get my thoughts 
together. I don't think that all white people are racist, but we do have a race 
problem here. And people just need to own up to the wrongs that they do. So, 
I am glad that you are doing this project. You are going to help a lot of 
people. For example look at me [tears are rolling down her face], I really 
needed to get these things off of my chest. Thanks I needed this. 
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Only one student out of the 17 that I interviewed stated that they have never faced a racist 
situation at ISU. Yet, that same student provided some valuable negotiation strategies that he 
employs here at ISU to handle racial encounters. This contradiction makes me question 
whether this student is in denial about race relation problems. Some African Americans do 
not want to deal with racism, so they act is if the racist encounters never happen (Feagin and 
Sikes 1994). The other sixteen respondents indicated that racism is an on-going battle at ISU 
and in society in at large. They gave pivotal examples of racist experiences. For example, 
Omar, recalls one incident he encountered, 
We were just eating in the Union. And this man walked up to us [he was 
sitting with one of his African American friends] and said 'Hello James.' I 
replied that he had the wrong person. He said, 'I am sorry. All of you guys 
look alike.' I asked him what guys. Cause I just knew he was not talking 
about black men. His face turned red as a beak. He never did answer my 
question. 
How do African American students handle racist situations like this one? 
Feagin argues that African Americans use certain coping strategies to handle racism. 
Those five strategies are careful assessment, withdrawal, resigned acceptance, verbal 
confrontation, and physical confrontation. My sample showed evidence to support Feagin's 
general argument. Personal testimonies of African American students reveal that they do 
employ four of the five strategies ( careful assessment, withdrawal, resigned acceptance, and 
verbal confrontation) in dealing with racism on ISU' s campus. No one in the sample stated 
to using physical confrontation to handle a racist situation; however, several of the 
respondents did allude to having thoughts about having physical confrontations with a racist 
offender. One respondent noted that he was so "fed up with dealing with racism that the next 
time I may physically lash out against an offender." 
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Focusing on the behind the scenes negotiations is valuable and relevant to this thesis 
because it highlights African Americans' agency to alter racist situations by giving them the 
strategy and power to handle racist encounters. It also gives credence to the argument that 
African American students do have power that allows them to navigate at a white dominated 
university. I found three main areas that African American use as behind the scenes 
negotiations. Those areas are the power of religion, community solidarity, and educating 
others. The power of religion is an interesting antidote that African Americans utilize. I 
found this interesting because historically the black church has been the institution that has 
lead in the fight for social justice. Yet, the empowerment spirit that the church bestowed in 
African Americans generations ago lives on. 
I am so thank/ ul that God looks out for his children 
A close examination of the sample reveals that the majority of African American 
students do not attend church on a regular basis, but they still have a deep-rooted 
commitment and belief in God. This is exhibited in three major ways: by faith, sense of 
ownership by God, and prayer. Faith for this thesis refers to the belief that God will take care 
of "his children" and that there is a great reward for those who live according to his word. 
African American students exhibit their faith in God by believing that the fight against 
racism is actually a fight against good and evil which is ultimately a fight between God and 
the devil. This revelation reconciles African American students desire to retaliate against 
racist offenders. They believe that God will have vengeance upon those who mistreat them. 
Also, there is a link between their faith in God and their sense of ownership by God. 
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The sample also revealed that African American students have a profound sense of 
belonging to God. This is exhibited by phrases such as "as a child of God," or "God loves 
his children," or "I am a child of God." These phrases show the sense of ownership that 
African American students seek from God. They believe that their relationship is sacred and 
special. They also believe that God is omnipotent and he is the creator of all things. Thus, if 
African American students believe that they are children of God, then they are the children of 
the creator. Therefore, they are deserving of equal treatment as any other race. Also, this 
sense of belonging to God minimizes feelings of otherness. Sociological research has 
revealed that African American students feel a sense of otherness at white dominated 
universities (Louis and Turner 1994 ). These feelings usually lead them to alienate 
themselves from the larger population. However, belonging to God assures that they are not 
alone. Not only do they feel that they are with God, but they also develop a kinship with 
other students who are "his children." For example Darin states, "I am never alone even 
when I am alone cause he [God] is always near. Sometimes he even sends an Angel or one 
of his other children to remind me to hold on cause trouble doesn't last always." This sense 
of belonging to God gives African American comfort on a white dominated university. As 
stated in the previous paragraph, there is a link between the sense of belonging to God and 
faith. That linkage is prayer. 
Prayer is an essential part of the behind the scenes negotiation process as it relates to 
religion because, according to the sample, it provides an inner peace for African American 
students. A close examination of the sample reveals that this inner peace is acquired in four 
major ways: 1) It enforces the belief that someone is always listening and understands the 
pains, joys, troubles, and accomplishments; 2) it sends a spiritual protection to loved ones 
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that are far away; 3) it allows African Americans to make requests of God to do things they 
cannot; and 4) it helps African Americans to forgive people's racist behaviors and it serves as 
a refuge from hostility. The respondents in the sample find that prayer is, also, a healing 
process. It heals them from the brutality of racism. As Debbie states, 
Sometimes I am so full of anger from this place [ISU] that I have to drop 
down on my knees in prayer. But man God is awesome. Every time I come 
up off of my knees, my burden has been lifted. I am so thankful that God 
looks out for his children. I do not know where I would be if it was not for the 
Lord on my side. 
The power of religion is instrumental in the behind the scenes negotiation process for African 
American students at a white dominated university. My sample gave strong indication for 
this. My sample also revealed that community solidarity is also an invaluable area that 
African American students use to navigate through this white dominated university. 
Yes, I am my brother's keeper 
Community solidarity is another essential area that African American students rely on 
to matriculate at a white dominated university (Allen 1991; Feagin, Vera, Imani 1996; Garcia 
1997). Many African American students are transplanted from a nurturing environment 
where their families are to a place that is not conducive to their cultural, individual, spiritual 
needs. Thus, to counteract the negative effects of being in a strange environment, these 
students establish new social networks. These social roles are imperative for dealing with 
racism. All of the 17 respondents indicated that the black community helps them to navigate 
through a white dominated university. There are two main services that the community 
provide for African American students, they are empowerment and networking. 
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An analysis of my sample reveals that African American students are consistently 
faced with racism. This interaction often interferes with them being able to create social 
bonds across ethnic boundaries, which also leads to feelings of otherness. This is one reason 
why African American students are constantly looking for sources of empowerment. The 
black community provides this empowerment by verbal and nonverbal communications. My 
sample for this thesis indicates that African American students find it very empowering to 
converse with one another about matriculating at a white dominated university. This 
dialogue reminds them that they are not the only ones who are dealing with racism. For 
example, John James states, "It is just good to know that I am not the only one that goes 
through these things." Sometimes the nonverbal communications press this point for African 
American students. Something as simple as the winking of an eye as they pass another 
African American student on the sidewalk empowers them not to give up. Dialogue with one 
another is a method that most African American students use to heal from racism. 
The community also provides empowerment by giving guidance to African American 
students. African American students are often mentored by African American faculty. 
These mentoring relationships deal with topics relating to social and academic arenas. 
Socially, the students look to the African American faculty to help them understand and learn 
how to deal with racism outside of the academic milieu. For example, explaining the 
significance of participating in departmental activities outside of the classroom. The African 
American faculty is equally as important to the students in the academic arena. My sample 
indicates that students are open to being mentored academically because they understand that 
African American faculty had to go through similar circumstances that they are presently 
facing. Usually, these academic mentoring strategies consists of reading papers, tutoring, 
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helping with presentations, and sometimes just encouraging them not to give up. 
Empowerment is an essential negotiation strategy that the black community provides for 
African American students at a white dominated university. Network is another strategy that 
the community provides. 
The sample indicates that network is another negotiation strategy that the community 
offers to African American students. African Americans continually use networks to alter 
racist structures and to handle racist situations. These networks are linked to the students by 
formal and informal organizations. Although the formal organizations were not designed to 
eradicate racism, they often provide leadership and resources to highlight racism on ISU' s 
campus. Many of the respondents noted that informal organizations are just as important as 
formal organizations. These informal organizations serve as a helping service. For example, 
they provide social support and understanding by having social gatherings. 
The community provides empowerment and networking for African American 
students. Most of the respondents in my sample have grown such strong bonds with the 
community that it serves as a substitute for the support they usually get from their families. 
The community is a navigational strategy that repeatedly showed up in the data to help 
African American students to matriculate through a white dominated university. Education 
is another area that repeatedly came up. 
I must try to teach them 
Education continues to be the single most important tool that Americans use to ensure 
a prosperous future for themselves and their families (Garcia, 1997). Given the history of 
African Americans' struggle for equality, education has served more as a vehicle for 
82 
opportunity than a tool (Feagin, Vera, Imani, 1996). In a study about African Americans and 
Whites in colleges, Walter Allen noted that: 
Colleges have been settings for contest and struggle, as African Americans 
fought for full participation in the society. Historically, educational 
institutions and educators have been among the most active and effective 
instruments for the oppression of black people (1991: 12). 
Education is the final behind the scenes negotiation strategy that the data revealed. 
The sample shows that African Americans are often placed in positions where they are 
teaching instead of learning at white dominated universities. These students are often placed 
in situations, in and outside of the classrooms that requires them to enhance the knowledge of 
their peers, teachers, and administration about their culture. Because of the lack of diversity 
on white dominated universities, African American students are viewed as the spokesperson 
for their race. When called upon in class to express their opinions about a particular subject 
they receive responses such as, "oh, so that is what black people think." This happened to 
Randy, here is his story: 
I hated when I get called on in class to answer a question about some type of 
event that is going on in society. And I know why I feel this way. Cause 
when I first got here, I made a comment about the Clarence Thomas and Anita 
Hill scandal. The professor stated, I was wondering what Blacks felt about 
that. Ever since then, I felt like whenever I spoke in class I needed to make 
sure that I am representing Black people in a positive way. No matter what I 
say or do, I am representing my entire race. It is not fair, but that is the way 
things are. 
This assumption that "all black people think a like" often devalues or over values one 
person's opinion. One person's opinion is not generalizable to the entire race. 
On the other hand, African American students use their position to educate as a 
negotiating strategy against racism. Many of the respondents in my sample stated that they 
educate offenders about their culture in an attempt to prevent them from having that 
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encounter again. The technique that the students usually employ is verbal confrontation. It 
is interesting to note that they feel a sense of obligation to correct offenders' behavior, not for 
their benefit, but for other African American students who are coming to this white 
dominated university after them. There is a common theme among the respondents about 
"building bridges." The idea behind '"building bridges" is to put forth as much effort as 
necessary to eradicate racism and create equal access to resources for African Americans in 
that social and academic environment. For many of the respondents educating others is 
rewarding in that it helps set the tone for the next generation. For others, educating offenders 
is a healing and empowering process. 
The respondents in the sample noted that educating others is a healing process in that 
it enables the students to take back the power that racism tends to take from them (Feagin 
and Sikes 1994; Collins 1998). It is empowering for African American students to be able to 
confront offenders because historically this was not acceptable. As one respondent put it, 
"we no longer have to bow our heads in shame when we are confronted with racism." Thus, 
confrontation is a benefit that most African American students feel that is a right that has 
been paid for by the blood of their ancestries. This understanding is referred to as collective 
memory (Feagin, Vera, Imani 1994). But the education does not just stop or start with the 
offenders. Many of the students indicated that they educate one another in how to handle 
racist situations. 
African Americans teach each other how to handle racist situations from their unique 
standpoint. Because African American students have similar experiences, they are able to 
see the world through lenses that shapes their realities to a certain understanding that others 
outside of that group may not understand (Collins, 1998). Because of this understanding, 
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they are able to assist each other in negotiating behind the scenes strategies. The respondents 
in my sample indicated that there is a strong commitment among African American students 
to create these social bonds among themselves to help combat racism. 
Behind the scenes negotiations are a strategies that African American students 
continue to use to handle racism at white dominated universities. These behind the scenes 
negotiations are concentrated in three areas: religion, community, and education. There is 
significant support in the data to argue that African American students utilize these behind 
the scenes negotiations to strengthen their sense of agency. 
African Americans' Agency: We have to keep building those bridges 
African American students use their agency to negotiate strategies to matriculate 
through a white dominated university. The seventeen students that I interviewed, all either 
consciously or unconsciously utilized the behind the scenes negotiation strategies to have or 
maintain power over racist encounters. Some of the respondents used code phrases to talk 
about this power such as "I can't let them tear me down" or "I have to stay confident in 
myself." For example, John James talked about how he maintains power in this 
environment. He states: 
Man, let me tell you. You can't allow racist people to pull you down. You 
have to keep your head up and stay focus on your goal. As a Black person in 
the US you are going to encounter racism, that is just the way things are. But 
that does not mean that we have to accept it. No, we have to pick and choose 
our battles and make sure that when we fight, we give it our all. We can never 
let them win, but more importantly, we can never lose. 
Here the respondent illustrates power by positioning himself to be able to negotiate. "You 
have to pick your battles carefully." This quote indicates that he views himself as having the 
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power to choose (which is an idea that I expounded on in chapter four). In short, this 
respondent is acknowledging and exercising his agency. 
The data for this study indicates that agency can be classified in two different forms: 
internal and external. The internal form of agency refers to the goal of African American 
students to maintain a sense of inner peace, high self-esteem and self-efficacy. In addition, 
internal form of agency allows African American students to focus on healing themselves. 
Feagin and Sikes (1994) argue that everyone has a certain amount of energy and African 
Americans use up much of their energy just battling racism. In fact, African Americans often 
do not have enough energy left to do anything else, for example schoolwork. If students do 
not have the energy to focus on their schoolwork, they are destined for academic failure. 
Academic failure is a direct link to low self-esteem and low self-efficacy for African 
American students (Hughes and Demo 1989; Feagin and Sikes 1994; Feagin, Vera, Imani 
1996; Louis and Turner 1994). One of the respondents in my sample, for example, Gwen 
noted that she had to take time away from her studies to heal herself from a racial encounter. 
She states: 
Well, the way that I handled that situation was by going to the movies (slight 
laughter). No, really I went to the movies. I was so upset. I am not sure if I 
was more upset than hurt. But the bottom line is that I need to get away. I 
remember this incident so well, because I had a major test the next morning, 
but I could not concentrate on my studies. I just kept thinking about that 
woman referring to my cooking as 'slave food.' I can laugh about it now, but 
at the time I really had to do some serious healing because I lost that peace 
within me. You know that peace that passes all understanding. 
This quote illustrates the inner agency that this student exercised in order to heal herself from 
that racist encounter. Several of the respondents focused on internal agency; however, many 
of the respondents talked about external agency. 
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By external agency, I am referring to African American students who exercise their 
agency to alter or change racial structures or racial ideology. External agency was denoted 
by all seventeen respondents. The most prevalent technique of external agency was the 
theme of building bridges (a theme that I expounded on in chapter four). Building bridges 
refers to the process that African American students use to correct racist structures and 
ideology not for themselves, but for the next group of African American students who are 
coming after them. One respondent spoke of the process of building bridges. Imani states: 
It is really not about me or what I am going through. It is about the greater 
good. People [ other African Americans] have paved the way so I could have 
these opportunities and now I have to suffer like they did ... not as much ... but 
I have to do my part so that things will be better for the next generation. And 
the next generation has to do their part so the generation after them will have 
even more opportunities. We have to keep building those bridges. 
Here African American students use their power with the intent to eradicate or challenge, as 
much racism as they can in hopes that one-day racism will no longer exist. Building bridges 
is not a new theme in the sociological literature. Wilson ( 1999) referred to building bridges 
across the racial divide to establish a political coalition for different races such as African 
American, White, Latino, Asian, and Native American. However, the sample in my study 
focused on building bridges as an in-group process. 
This study offers a new way of examining racism to the sociological literature by 
providing evidence that African American students employ critical behind the scenes 
negotiation strategies to matriculate through a white dominated university. These 
negotiations are concentrated in the areas of religion, community, and education. The 
research also suggests that these negotiations contribute to the overall agency of African 
American students. This is done through two forms of power: internal and external agency. 
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These forms of agency are the tools that African Americans use to maintain high self-esteem 
and self-efficacy which are essentials for being academically successful at white dominated 
universities. In the following section, I will provide the strengths and weaknesses for this 
study. 
Strengths and Weaknesses 
I have identified strengths and weaknesses for my study, I will detail them in this 
section. There are three major strengths for this research project. First, choosing to do 
qualitative instead of quantitative. This was a strength because qualitative method allowed 
for the emerging of common themes for African American students that was essential for this 
study. A quantitative analysis would not allow for such uses of the data, especially a national 
survey. Another strength was the selection of the research method, semi-structured 
interviewing. This was a strength because the respondents were encouraged to share ideas, 
questions, experiences, and opinions. In addition, this method allowed the interview to take 
place in a conversational style, which reduced the potential for confrontation and 
defensiveness while allowing free dialogue from the respondents. The final strength that I 
will highlight is the sample. I choose to use African American graduate students for this 
thesis because of their college experience. By choosing students who have been in college 
for years, researchers can take advantage of their longer period of experience at the 
university (Feagin 1996). This was pertinent for my study because they were many instances 
where respondents reflected on years of experiences to answer my questions. 
There are two major limitations to this research project. First, my entire sample came 
from one institution of higher learning, ISU. Although ISU is a white dominated university, 
88 
it is also situated in a mid-western state where the population is 98% White. Studying 
African American students who attend white dominated institution in a state where there is 
more culture diversity may provide different results. For example, an environment with 
more representation of minority groups in the surrounding areas may lessen the feelings of 
otherness that the respondents in this study felt. Another weakness to my study is that I only 
interviewed graduate students. I chose to sample graduate students because they have the 
ability to evaluate race relations as they have changed over the years at white dominated 
universities. However, undergraduate students who are actually experiencing racism in 
higher education for the first time could have offered different and valuable data. These 
limitations bring several implications for future sociological research pertaining to African 
American students at white dominated universities. 
Implications for Future Research 
I offer four suggestions for future sociological research. First, continual studies need 
to be done pertaining to African American student navigational strategies at white dominated 
universities. I propose that more studies be done at other white dominated universities in 
different regions of the United States. An examination of different universities would answer 
several questions. For example, are my findings limited to Iowa State? Or, are these 
findings limited to the state of Iowa or the mid-west region? In addition, if there 1s a 
difference in the location of the university, what are the causes for this disparity? 
My second suggestion is to study African American undergraduate students. As I 
noted in the limitation section, studying African American undergraduate students may 
provide a different perspective of race relations at white dominated universities; maybe they 
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do not view racism as a serious problem as graduate students do. In addition, undergraduates 
may utilize different navigational strategies. If so, what are these strategies? How are these 
strategies different from what graduate African American students employ? 
I also suggest that future research should extend the focus of this research area to 
include other minority groups at white dominated universities such as Latinos, Native 
Americans, and Asian Americans. Each of these ethnic groups has a different history from 
African Americans. Are their experiences with racism at white dominated universities 
different from the experiences of African Americans? If so, how are these groups treated 
differently than African Americans? 
My final suggestion for future research is to take a closer examination at the amount 
of energy that African American students expel dealing with racism at white dominated 
universities. Earlier in this chapter, I briefly mentioned Feagin and Sikes's view that African 
Americans use much of their energy dealing with everyday racism until they have little 
energy to deal with other issues. I propose that future research should focus on this topic to 
find out if there is a relation between African Americans' academic performance and amount 
of racism they encounter. 
Much research needs to be done on racism at white dominated universities. I have 
offered one angle to this problem and made four other suggestions. However, the challenge 
does not stop with my research and suggestions. We need more aggressive studies to 
eradicate racism at white dominate university to ensure that all students, regardless of race, 
will have a racist free academic experience. 
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APPENDIX A 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
I) Thank you for agreeing to be interview for this project. All of the data collected from 
this interview will be used for my thesis project for the graduate program in sociology 
here at Iowa State University. 
2) The purpose of this research is to understand how African Americans cope in a white 
dominated environment. 
3) The purpose of this interview is to talk to you about your experiences with racism and 
the coping strategies you utilized to get through those experiences. 
4) For research purposes, this interview will be tape-recorded for a more accurate 
account of your contributions. Is this okay with you? 
5) There are no perceived emotional risks to you by participating in this interview. 
There certainly should not be any physical risks. If at any time you feel at risk or 
discomfort, you may discontinue this interview. 
6) I am happy to answer any questions that you might have about our interview or about 
the research project itself. Do you have any questions at this point? 
7) All information will be kept confidential. If you like, you may choose your own 
pseudonym (fake name), and I will refer to you in my study only by that name or I 
can choose one for you. After we finish this interview, I will keep the tape recordings 
in my possession or in a locked file drawer until I transcribe them. I will do the 
actual transcription myself, and will use only your pseudonym throughout this 
process. After I finish transcribing the tape, I will erase and dispose of it. 
8) I anticipate that this interview will take no more than an hour. Is that okay with you? 
Are you ready to begin? 
By signing here, I certify that the previous statements have been read and that I agree to 
partake in this interview. I realize that I am free to discontinue the interview at any time. 




Respondent Name ____________ _ 
Interviewing Place ____________ _ 
Date ---------
Hello, my name is Robert Perkins. I am a graduate student at Iowa State University. This 
research is being conducted to better understand African Americans experiences in a white 
dominated environment. All of the information that you and others provide will be strictly 
confidential. You are encouraged to use a pseudonym for the purpose of this interview. I 
ask your permission to tape our discussion for the simple reason of accuracy. However, none 
of what you say will be used in any form which would identify you as the source, nor the 
names of any individuals be mentioned in our findings. Of course, all tapes will be destroyed 
once they have been transcribed. 
This interview should take about an hour. Before we get started, I need to get you to sign 
this consent form. This form is necessary to satisfy ISU' s policy that you understand the 
purpose for this interview and that you voluntarily agree to participate. Also, please know 
that you can stop this interview at any time. 
Are there any questions that you would like to ask before we begin? 
Okay, then let's begin. 
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What pseudonym would you like to use? 
1. How old are you? 
2. What is your program of study? 
3. How long have you been at ISU? 
4. What is your projected graduation date? 
5. Where are you from (home state and city)? 
6. What college or university did you get your previous degree(s)? 
7. What do you like best about ISU? Why? 
8. What do you like least about ISU? Why? 
9. Would you say you have experienced racial discrimination before ISU? 
10. Please describe one of the most memorable experiences that you have had with 
racism before coming to ISU? 
1 Oa. How does this make you feel? 
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1 Ob. How did you handle this situation? 
10c. Did you heal? What helped you to overcome? 
(Did you talk to other African Americans about this?) 
1 Od. Where or how did you learn how to handle yourself in that manner when 
dealing with this racist situation? 
Now, I want to focus on race relations at ISU, particularly since you have been here. 
11. What is your overall opinion about ISU in regards to race relations? 
1 la. Do you feel racial discrimination is a problem? If so, how? 
How about you personally? 
12. Would you say that forms of racism or racial discrimination exist in your department? 
(Use addendum # 1) 
13. How about across campus? (Use addendum #2) 
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14. Was is the most memorable experience ofracism that you have had while at ISU? 
15. 
14a. How does this make you feel? 
14b. How did you handle this situation? 
14c. Did you heal? What helped you to overcome? 
(Did you talk to other African Americans about this?) 
14d. Where or how did you learn how to handle yourself in that manner when 
dealing with this racist situation? 
Thinking back, what do you feel are the three most important things that a have 
happened over the past 3 years or are currently happening regarding race relations 





16. Looking ahead to the next 3 years, what do you think are the three most important 




That is all the questions that I have. Do you have anything that you would like to add? 
Thanks for your time. Would you like a copy of the results from this study? 









1. How did you handle this situation? 
2. How did that racist act made you feel? 
3. How did you heal from that racist situation? 
4. Where or how did you learn how to handle yourself in that manner when dealing with 
this racist situation? 






Durham Center Alumni Hall Bearshear Hall 
Rec. Center Other --------
1. How did you handle this situation? 
2. How did that racist act made you feel? 
3. How did you heal from that racist situation? 
4. Where or how did you learn how to handle yourself in that manner when dealing with 
this racist situation? 
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